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Abstract 
 
 Composed in 1909 and published in 1910, Alban Berg’s Piano Sonata, Op. 1 is one of the 
most accessible piano works to come from the New Viennese School, and has appeared on 
recital programs regularly since the 1920s. The piece has a Romantic, yet modern character. 
Despite its beauty and relatively unchallenging technical demands, performers may have trouble 
interpreting it due to its musical language, which wavers between tonal and post-tonal elements; 
likewise, the tempo and dynamics fluctuate between stability and instability. The purpose of this 
document is to offer analytical and interpretive perspectives in order to enhance the study and 
performance of this sonata. 
The first chapter covers the compositional/musical background of the Sonata, surveys the 
publication history and history of early performances, and reviews the secondary literature. The 
document reviews aspects of Berg’s study with Schoenberg from 1904, which had a profound 
influence on Berg. This influence is evident in his first published work, Piano Sonata Op.1. 
Instrumental study pieces and songs from 1908 show Berg’s early musical language is similar to 
that of his sonata. Furthermore, the document  surveys the published editions to illustrate the 
differences between the second (1920) and third (1926) editions reviewed by the composer and 
the misconception about the editions available from the 1950s. Selected analytical literature is 
reviewed along with the methodologies and concepts involved, such as developing variation and 
Grundgestalt, which are also used for the analysis in this document. Interpretive problems that 
emerge in performance are introduced through a systematic comparison of several recorded 
performances.  
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The second chapter examines analytical perspectives on the Sonata: analyses of the 
musical components and the formal structure. The motivic and harmonic language of the opening 
phrase as Gundgestalt is fully examined, which is followed by tracing developmental processes 
over the course of the work; where relevant, I consider existing analyses by scholars, Theodor W. 
Adorno, Janet Schmalfeldt, Basili Byros among others. Their formal analyses basically follow 
Berg’s formal structure embedded within three main tempo markings but present slight 
differences from one another. The formal examination also approaches the overall organization 
as dictated not only by tonal progressions, but through a three-note motivic design and semitone 
descent gesture.  
The third chapter adopts a performance perspective, focusing on interpretational 
problems and offering solutions based on the understanding gained from the analysis. The style 
of the piece is considered: especially the dramatic and espressivo quality coming from the 
fluctuation of musical elements and competing of different formal schemes, sonata form and 
tripartite format. The special attention is given to tempo issues, and suggestions are offered for 
proper proportion between various main tempi and interpreting tempo changes in problematic 
places on a local scale. Recorded performances are once more considered in this regard. The 
reorganization of rhythm/meters is also suggested to obtain understandable rhythmic pulses 
between irregular phrases. Finally, phrasing, voicing, and articulation will be examined with 
suggestion of proper fingering and pedaling.  
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Introduction 
  
 “A landmark in early twenty-century music.”1 Theorist Allen Forte’s description of 
Alban Berg’s Piano Sonata, Op. 1, suggests its special position in modern music history. What 
makes the Sonata so special? This one-movement work creates dramatic expression with vague 
harmony departing considerably from traditional tonality. The Sonata is intense and lyrical, but 
never safe; in spite of its ecstatic tensions and climaxes, it collapses and reveals a dark and 
sorrowful nature. As Glenn Gould wrote, “this is the language of musical Weltschmerz.”2 Indeed, 
the Sonata epitomizes a fin-de-siècle character.  
 Born in Vienna in 1885, Berg was at the center of fin-de-siècle Vienna, from which many 
of the fundamental intellectual and artistic impulses of the period emerged as what is called 
“Vienna Modernism.” Artists and thinkers asserted their own ideas and their own individuality 
through a new style in the arts and seeing the world; artists started to oppose naturalism and 
supported “art for the sake of art.” An obsession with the individual, which arose following 
Sigmund Freud’s new approach to human behavior, further encouraged the transformation of 
formal traditions in the arts. In music, Schoenberg developed post-tonal language, self-
consciously avoiding “traditional forms of beauty” while seeking to convey the complex, 
idiosyncratic emotional world of the era. Schoenberg’s approach developed from German late-	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Allen Forte, “Alban Berg's Piano Sonata, op. 1: A Landmark in Early Twentieth-Century Music,” 
Music Analysis 26 (2007): 15-24. 
 
2 Michael Clarkson, The Secret Life of Glenn Gould: A Genius in Love (Toronto: ECW Press, 
2010), 36. Weltschmerz is a term coined by the German author Jean Paul to denote the feeling 
experienced by someone in understanding that physical reality can never satisfy the demands of the mind. 
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Romanticism, with Mahler in particular a strong influence. Berg, in turn, took in this influence as 
Schoenberg’s student, in addition to learning his teacher’s new compositional theories. Berg’s 
style developed further through contact with the cultural elite of Vienna, such as Gustav Klimt, 
Karl Kraus, Adolf Loos, and Peter Altenberg, absorbing the new thoughts, ideas, and the mood 
in Vienna.  
 Berg’s combination of late-German Romantic and modernist idioms reflecting fin-de-
siècle Vienna is rare in the piano solo repertoire; Mahler did not compose piano solo works, and 
Schoenberg’s piano works explore his new compositional techniques, such as in the early atonal 
work, Drei Klavierstücke, Op. 11 (1909). As the most accessible piano composition of the New 
Viennese School, many pianists have performed and recorded the Sonata; there have been 
several important analytical studies on the Sonata as well. However, there are no studies at 
present from a performance perspective. Most scholarly work on the Sonata is by analytical 
theorists, focusing especially on the harmonic language -- specifically, whether it is based on 
tonality or atonality, and how much of the compositional technique came from Schoenberg. 
Performers may ask for practical information necessary to interpret the work: how it is organized, 
from where its style comes, what the tempo should be, and so on. My goal is to create a practical 
resource for performers, using musical analysis to consider issues and possibilities in the 
interpretation and performance of the Sonata. 
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I. Background 
1. Piano Sonata, Op.1  
 The Piano Sonata, Op. 1 is considered a graduation piece by Berg scholars, written as 
Berg completed his theory lessons with Arnold Schoenberg.3 While he had written a great deal of 
music—mostly songs, of which he composed over seventy—Berg (1885-1935) had not received 
formal music education before his studies with Schoenberg. The Sonata was composed under 
Schoenberg’s guidance; this is stated explicitly in a letter from Berg to Schoenberg in 1914: 
 
I’m sending you the Orchestra Pieces, dear Herr Schoenberg, which I’m dedicating to 
you on the occasion of your birthday. For years it has been my secret but no less fervent 
wish to dedicate something to you. The things I composed under your supervision, the 
sonata, songs and Quartet, were ineligible from the start, having been received directly 
from you, as it were.4 
 
 The Piano Sonata is Berg’s first major instrumental composition beyond the study pieces 
that Schoenberg assigned. The instrumental study pieces primarily explore forms to push 
forward his skills in instrumental composition. The study of instrumental pieces might raise his 
ability of handling various forms. Berg was required to write works covering forms such as 
fugue, dance forms, scherzos, impromptus, variations as well as ternary and binary forms, other 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 3 Information on the early compositions of Berg and his relationship with Schoenberg comes from 
numerous resources: Mosco Carner, Alban Berg, 2nd ed. (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1983); David 
John Headlam, The Music of Alban Berg (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996); Douglas Jarman, 
The Music of Alban Berg (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979); Willi Reich, Life and Work of 
Alban Berg, (New York: Da Capo Press, 1981); Rosemary Hilmar, ‘Alban Berg’s Studies with 
Schoenberg’, Journal of the Arnold Schoenberg Institute, 8/1 (1984):7-29; Rene Leibowitz, Schoenberg 
and His School: the Contemporary Stage of the Language of Music, trans. Dika Newlin (New York: 
Philosophical Library, 1949); Donald Harris, “Some Thoughts on the Teacher-Student Relationship 
between Arnold Schoenberg and Alban Berg,” Perspectives of New Music 15 no. 2 (1977): 133-44; and 
Hans Ferdinand Redlich, Alban Berg, the Man and His Music (New York: Abelard-Schuman, 1957).  
 
 4 Juliane Brand, Christopher Hailey, and Donald Harris, ed., The Berg-Schoenberg 
Correspondence: Selected Letters (New York: W. W. Norton, 1987), 214.  
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small-scale instrumental pieces, and culminated in efforts to create sonata movements. 
Schoenberg recalled this period later:  
 
I could do counterpoint with him [Alban Berg] in a manner rare amongst my 
pupils. And I would like to mention a five-part double fugue for string quintet that 
was overflowing with ingenuities. But I could see already to what lengths he 
could be pushed: when the fugue was ready I told him to add a piano 
accompaniment in the manner of a continuo. Not only did he execute this with all 
excellence, he found ways of adding a further host of minor devilries.5 
 
 Berg’s instrumental output in these years includes five draft sketches of sonata 
movements dating from 1908–09. All are in one movement, and none was completed. According 
to Anthony Pople, these preliminary sonatas may have been conceived as exercises in writing 
different sections of a sonata form, though each opens with the beginning of the movement.6 
Some of the movements present the direct influence on the Sonata Op. 1. Especially, the fifth, 
appearing in an article by Mark DeVoto,7 resembles the Op.1 closely in several of its phrases. In 
the Example 1, the two-measure long melody of the fifth (mm. 3.2-5.1) (Example 1.1a) 
resembles the melody of the Sonata in mm. 43.3-44 (Example 1.1b); both phrases start with a 
descending semitone, skip up a fourth, descend stepwise for four notes, and end with an 
ascending semitone. The melody in the sketch is later used in the String Quartet Op.3 with little 
changes in rhythm and harmony (Example 1.1c).  
   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 5 Redlich, Alban Berg, 28-29. 
 
 6 Anthony Pople, “Early Works: Tonality and Beyond,” The Cambridge Companion to Berg, ed. 
Pople (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 58.  
 
 7 Mark DeVoto, “Alban Berg and Creeping Chromaticism,” Alban Berg: Historical and 
Analytical Perspectives, ed. David Gable and Robert Morgan (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 
72. 
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 Example 1.1a Berg, Sonata sketch No. 5 
 
  Example 1.1b Berg, Piano Sonata, Op. 1, mm. 43-45  	  
 
 Example 1.1c Berg, String Quartet, Op. 3, I, mm. 126-30  
  
 The exact date of composition for the Sonata is unknown. Early Berg scholars such as 
Hans Ferdinand Redlich and René Leibowitz believe the Sonata is from 1908, as the second 
reissue of the score bears the date of that year. As George Perle and Pople have suggested, 
however, if the Piano Sonata had been available, Berg would likely have chosen it for 
performance in a concert dedicated to the works of Schoenberg’s students on 4 November 1908; 
!
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instead, the Twelve Variations was performed.8 Ullrich Scheidler suggests that Op.1 was not 
composed until the end of the 1908–09 seasons, the spring or summer of 1909.9  
 According to Redlich, the Sonata was intended as only the first movement of a multi-
movement sonata, to be followed by a slow movement and a finale; on Schoenberg's advice, 
Berg left it as a stand-alone work.10 Berg numbered the Piano Sonata and published it along with 
the Four Songs, Op. 2 at his own expense, evidence of his satisfaction and confidence in the 
piece. In a letter to his wife Helene dated 11 July 1914, he referred to this and several of his other 
early works as “valid self-expression, not derivative.”11 Schoenberg also formed a very positive 
opinion of the Sonata in his letter to Berg on 13 January 1912: “I received your scores and was 
happy to see the sonata again. It really is a very beautiful and original piece.”12  
 Early Performance History, Publications, and Transcriptions   
The first publication of the Piano Sonata, Op. 1 was issued by Schlesinger & Haslinger in 
1910, along with the Four Songs, Op. 2. Both works had been printed by the beginning of July. 
Etta Werndorff gave the première of the sonata in Vienna on 24 April 1911, at a concert 
sponsored by the Verein für Kunst und Kultur (Vienna Art and Culture Association); the program 
also included the String Quartet, Op. 3, and two works by Webern: Five Movements for String 
Quartet, Op. 5 and Four Pieces for Violin and Piano, Op. 7. The Piano Sonata had little impact 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 8 Pople, “Early Works,” 2 and George Perle, The Operas of Alban Berg, Volume 1: Wozzeck 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), 1. 
 
 9 Ullrich Scheidler, Preface to Berg, Piano Sonata (Munich: G. Henle Verlag, 2006), iv. 
 
 10 Pople, “Early Works,” 59; drawn from a statement by Schoenberg’s pupil Josef Ponauer.  
 
 11 Reich, Life and Work, 22. 
 
12 Forte, “A Landmark,” 15. 
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after its first performance, with only two documented performances over the next several years: 
by the Viennese pianists Richard Goldschmied and by Josef Schmid, one of Berg’s first students. 
Berg himself also played the Sonata for Alma Mahler in August 1916. It was not until the 1920s 
that the Piano Sonata started to be performed with regularity, potentially increasing in popularity 
due to the success of Wozzeck (1925), and garnered both positive and negative assessments.13 
Léo-Pol Morin performed the work for its Parisian premiere in 1922; other performers included 
Eduard Erdmann, Erwin Schulhoff, Eduard Steuermann, and Karin Dayas. 
Figure 1.1 shows the history of the Piano Sonata’s publication. 
 
Year Edition Publishing Company Publisher 
1910 First edition Schlesinger & Hanslinger Robert Lienau 
1920 Second edition,  
“The second improved 
edition” 
Schlesinger & Hanslinger Robert Lienau 
1926 Third edition,  
“The new, revised 
edition” 
Schlesinger & Hanslinger Robert Lienau 
1950 
and 
later 
Based on the 1920 edition Universal Edition (old), 
Peters Edition, and others  
2006 Based on the 1926 edition Henle Urtext,  
New Universal Edition 
Ullrich Scheidler 
Klaus Lippe 
 Figure 1.1 History of Publication of the Piano Sonata, Op. 1 
 
The first copy went out of print in 1920. In a letter drafted on 25 May 1920, Berg wrote to the 
publisher, Robert Lienau, that a new edition of the Piano Sonata was urgently required and asked 
if a new printing of both the Sonata and the Four Songs might be feasible at the earliest possible 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Bryan R. Simms, Alban Berg: A Research and Information Guide, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Routledge 2009), 142. 
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date.14 Although Berg made corrections from the first edition, he let the publisher decide whether 
and to what extent he would include corrections and modifications, in the interests of speedy 
publication. A marked-up copy of the print containing a number of alterations was reissued at the 
beginning of December 1920. Although it was advertised as “the second improved edition,” 
these words did not appear in the published score itself, leading to confusion with the 1910 
edition.15 Since the copy used for proofreading is missing, we do not know whether all of Berg’s 
proposed emendations were actually incorporated.  
Another “new, revised edition” was published in 1926, the revisions having been 
requested by the publisher in 1925 to allow for an American copyright. Lienau also hoped to 
cater to the international market by adding Italian instructions. Changes for the edition were 
mainly in terms of phrasing and dynamics, to which Berg made both quantitatively and 
qualitatively significant changes and additions.  
In 1950 the score was reproduced by photographic means, probably due to the lack of 
original plates. The model used for this, however, was not the revised edition from 1926, but the 
second edition from 1920, although it remains unclear how this could happen.16 Therefore, all 
editions of the Piano Sonata sold after the Second World War, including the old Universal 
Edition and Peters Edition, were based on the outdated edition, which makes confusion for 
performer to choose an edition.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Herwig Knaus, Alban Berg: Handschriftliche Briefe, Briefentwurfe und Notizen. Aus den 
Bestanden der Musiksammlund der Osterreichishcn Nationalbibliothek, Wighemshaven 2004, 126. A 
letter cited in Lippe, Preface to Piano Sonata, XI. 
 
15 Nick Chadwick, review of ‘Alban Berg, Sonate für Klavier Op. 1’ UE33070, ed. Klaus Lippe, 
Music and Letters 89 no. 2, (2008), 302-3. 
 
 16 Lippe, Preface to Piano Sonata, XIV. 
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 Berg’s changes to the Sonata were finalized only in the 1926 edition; these were brought 
back in 2006 for two scholarly editions: the Henle Urtext and the new Universal Edition.17 The 
main source for both editions is the 1926 edition, while the 1910 first edition and the 1920 
second edition serve as secondary sources. The Henle Urtext is edited and prefaced by Ullrich 
Scheidler with critical commentary, and the new Universal Edition is edited and prefaced by 
Klaus Lippe. Both of these recent editions discuss the misunderstandings about the authority of 
previous editions and, through extensive preparation and research, describe the current state of 
knowledge.  	  
  
 Example 1.2a Berg, Piano Sonata, mm. 1-4, in the edition of 1920 
  
 Example 1.2b Berg, Piano Sonata, mm. 1-4, in the new Universal Edition based on the 
 edition of 1926  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 17 Alban Berg, Piano Sonata Op. 1, ed. Ullrich Scheidler (Munich: G. Henle Verlag, 2006), and 
Piano Sonata Op. 1, ed. Klaus Lippe (Vienna: Universal Edition, 2006). 
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Example 1.2 shows one of the differences in phrasing between the 1920 edition and the 
new Universal Edition based on the 1926 edition. By executing the later articulations, performers 
can project two-note gestures (F♯-G, G-E♭, E♭-B) in the melody. By using recent two editions, 
performers could understand and follow Berg’s instructions and intensions.  
In addition to the original piano version of the work, some contemporary composers have 
transcribed the work for ensembles. The transcription for orchestra (1984) by Dutch composer 
Theo Verbey has been performed many times by the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra; Angelo 
Sturiale’s transcription is for string quintet and orchestra (1996). The Artemis Quartet’s second 
violinist, Heime Müller, has transcribed the piece for string sextet: two violins, two violas, and 
two cellos (2002); individual voices within the polyphonic structure are easily identifiable in this 
version. There is also a recent transcription for two guitars by Gangolf Hontheim (2009). 
 
2. Musical language  
 After about seven years of study with Schoenberg, Berg’s musical language was 
immensely influenced by Schoenberg’s teaching and compositions. When Berg studied with 
Schoenberg, Schoenberg’s harmonic vocabulary embraces free atonality, especially through 
works in abstract forms, such as the String Quartet, Op. 7 (1904-5) and the Chamber Symphony, 
Op. 9 (1905–6); the latter is of particular interest with regard to Berg, as he wrote an analysis of 
it for Universal Edition. In the years from 1908, Schoenberg experimented in a variety of ways 
with the absence of traditional keys or tonal centers. Berg as a student of Schoenberg began 
composing works that, with their advanced chromaticism, strained the boundaries of traditional 
tonality. 
	   11	  
At the same time, Berg absorbed the style of immediate predecessors. All three New 
Viennese School composers, Schoenberg and his students Berg and Webern, eventually 
incorporated atonality and 12-tone serialism into their works, but their roots are firmly in the 
tonal tradition based on German-Austrian traditions; Brahms, Mahler, Richard Strauss and 
Wagner. Especially, the music of R. Strauss and Wagner, which stretched tonality to its limits 
with the extreme chromaticism of its harmonic language.  
In the songs written under the tutelage of Schoenberg, there is much evidence of his early 
harmonic language that influenced the Sonata. Among the most notable songs are those collected 
as the Seven Early Songs; of the many songs written between 1905 and 1908, Berg published 
these together in 1928. Seven Early Songs are composed in a number of different styles, 
presenting Berg’s early compositional voice as a synthesis of early Schoenberg’s influence and 
the heritage of immediate predecessors, such as R. Strauss, Mahler, Wolf, Debussy, and Wagner. 
The songs written in 1908 from the Seven Early Songs--‘Nacht’ and ‘Schilflied’--are exemplary 
of the style anticipating that of the Sonata.  
For example, while “Schilflied” is tonal in its overall language, the key of the work is 
nevertheless not easily perceived throughout; Berg avoids presenting the tonic F minor. The key 
signature is four flats but the song does not present clear F minor in the beginning; the first tonal 
cadence arises in the beginning of the middle section, in A♭ Major in mm. 8-9; the song ends 
with F major rather than F minor. There is never a V-i cadence to the F minor in “Schilflied,” 
even in the final phrase.  
Chromaticism is another way of blurring the tonality. In ‘Schilflied’, the chromaticism is 
pervasive. Look at the harmonic reduction of the first section closely in the Example 1.3. 
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 Example 1.3 Harmonic reduction, Berg, ‘Schilflied’, mm. 1-918 
 
It shows how the music progresses by means of chromatic language. The song starts on a single 
pitch, F, and proceeds right away by passing sonorities to a V7 chord in m. 3, which does not 
resolve and again moves by passing tones. After that, the harmonies shift quickly until it arrives 
at dominant in A♭ major at m. 8. Harmonies move by common tone or half step of the fully- or 
half-diminished seventh chords, which allows Berg to maintain a sense of harmonic progression 
without clear goal-directed tonality; the common tones create a smooth motion from one chord to 
the next, though the progressions often take unexpected turns. In terms of this phenomenon, 
DeVoto describes the “creeping chromaticism” found in much of Berg’s music. He offers the 
term to designate the contrapuntal behavior, motion of the textural voices by whole step or half 
step, without any specific directions.19  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 18 This reduction is by Lisa Anne Lynch, from her dissertation “Alban Berg’s Sieben frühe 
Lieder: An Analysis of Musical Structures and Selected Performances” (PhD diss., University of 
Connecticut, 2014), 33. 
 19 DeVoto. “Creeping Chromaticism.” 
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 Tonally ambiguous harmony is also created by cyclic elements, such as whole-tone 
materials (2-cycles), augmented triads (4-cycles), and quartal formations (5-cycles), along with 
chromatic language (1-cycles). As Douglas Jarman discovered, ‘Nacht’ from Seven Early Songs 
features extensive use of the whole-tone scale as a means of creating a tonally ambiguous 
harmonic and melodic area.20 Example 1.4 shows the fist line of the song where augmented 
triads produced by whole-tone scale are used horizontally and vertically. The unity of the song 
derives from the whole-tone phrase to which Berg sets the first line and which recurs in a variety 
of shapes throughout. The creation of augmented triads produced by whole-tone scale 
horizontally and vertically is notable for its recurrence in the Piano Sonata. The tonal ambiguity 
by whole-tone language of the opening bars resolved by the move into a clear A major at bar 9 of 
the song. 
 
  
 Example 1.4 Berg, ‘Nacht’, mm. 1-3 
 
 In addition to the influence of Schoenberg and German traditions, as seen in the way of 
using whole-tone material, Berg’s harmonic language is influenced by French culture, more than 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 20 Jarman, The Music of Alban Berg, 19.  
 
 
  !
	   14	  
Schoenberg and Webern. Berg’s use of whole-tone harmonies presents the influence of Debussy; 
Berg and Schoenberg use whole-tone material differently. Example 1.5 shows the Schoenberg’s 
use of whole-tone material in his Chamber Symphony, Op. 9.  
 
 
 Example 1.5 Harmonic reduction, Schoenberg, Chamber Symphony, Op. 9, mm. 1–4 
  
The whole-tone chord is generated by common tones or moving semitones from the previous 
chord, and resolves in F major. Schoenberg does not treat the whole-tone chord as a purely 
symmetrical, rootless phenomenon. As discussed in Theory of Harmony, he stresses the way in 
which the whole-tone sonorities are to be resolved and linked with other harmonies. In this 
respect, he contrasts his own early compositions with those of his contemporaries: 
 
Debussy uses this chord and scale more in the sense of impressionistic expressive 
devices, somewhat as a tone color (so does Strauss in Salome); but they entered 
my work more for the sake of their harmonic and melodic possibilities: the chords 
for the sake of their connection with other chords, the scale for the sake of its 
peculiar influence on the melody. I have never overestimated the value of the 
whole-tone chords and the whole-tone scale.21 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 21 Arnold Schoenberg, Theory of Harmony, trans. Roy E. Carter (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2010), 393. 
 
!!!!!
Whole-Tone chord 
!!!!
Whole-Tone chord 
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Schoenberg, in an obituary of 1936, mentioned Berg's involvement “with Mahler, Strauss, 
perhaps even Debussy, with whom I was not acquainted...”22 Many scholars have noted the 
influence of Debussy in “Nacht” of the Seven Early Songs; René Leibowitz describes the song as 
“post-Wagnerian” and “even impressionistic.”23  
 Another quality that distinguishes Berg’s music from Schoenberg and Webern is its 
ability to communicate in a more traditional way with listeners. Berg seems to employ a lyrical 
and harmonic language that looks back to the late romantic style of composers, which makes 
Berg’s compositions particularly gratifying for the performer; no matter how far Berg stretches 
his post-tonal language, he never abandons the idea of expressive, lyrical vocal line in his 
compositions. In his early years with Schoenberg, it seems Berg was incapable of composing an 
instrumental composition. In a 1910 letter to his publisher, Emil Hertzka, Schoenberg recalled: 
Alban Berg is an extraordinarily gifted composer, but the state he was in when he 
came to me was such that his imagination apparently could not work on anything 
but lieder. Even the piano accompaniments to them were songlike. He was 
absolutely incapable of writing an instrumental movement or inventing an 
instrumental theme.24  
 
Perhaps the lyrical quality comes from Berg’s origin as a song composer.  
 
3. Analytical methodology and literature review 
Since the harmonic language of the Sonata lies between tonality and post-tonality, 
different methods of analysis can illuminate different aspects of the work. Traditional tonal 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 22 H. H. Stuckenschmidt and Piero Weiss, “Debussy or Berg? The Mystery of a Chord 
Progression,” The Musical Quarterly, 51 no. 3 (Jul., 1965), 453-459. 
 
 23 Leibowitz, Schoenberg and His School, 138. 
 
 24 Perle, The Operas, 2.  
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descriptions apply to some phrases and some chords, but little. Berg often sets aside the hint of 
tonal progressions with only root of the chords in the bass or substitutes seventh or ninth chords 
for tonic chords to obscure the sense of tonality. For analyzing post-tonal elements in the Sonata, 
it is necessary to use post-tonal idiom, such as set-classes, in order to understand the structure of 
unorthodox sonorities. 
Rather than tonality, a technique for unifying the entire piece is “developing variation,” 
in which a work is produced through the development of one simple musical germ. Janet 
Schmalfeldt regards this feature of the Sonata as its strongest evidence of Schoenberg’s 
pedagogical influence.25 Schoenberg considered the technique as an essential aspect of music 
since about 1750. The first text in which Schoenberg specifically addressed the essential 
interpretation of the idea of developing variation is the incomplete manuscript of 1917, 
Zusammenhang, Kontrapunkt, Instrumentation, Formenlehre, in which he defines developing 
variation as “the method of varying a motive.” 26 In an essay from 1950, “Bach,” Schoenberg 
describes it as “thematic formulation.” 27 An important concept related to developing variation is 
the Grundgestalt or Gestalt, “basic idea” or “basic unit.” The process of developing variation is 
applied to a ‘basic idea,’ and the goal of the process is to elaborate the idea. Central to 
Schoenberg’s discussion is the assumption that Grundgestalt and developing variation are 
interrelated concepts and that they were formulated in order to provide logic for musical works. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 25 Janet Schmalfeldt, “Berg's Path to Atonality: The Piano Sonata, op. 1,” in Alban Berg: 
Historical and Analytical Perspectives, ed. David Gable and Robert Morgan (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1991) 79-109.  
 
 26 Schoenberg, Coherence, Counterpoint, Instrumentation, Instruction in Form (Zusammenhang, 
Kontrapunkt, Instrumentation, Formenlehre), trans. Charlotte Cross (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1994), 39. 
 
 27 Schoenberg, Style and Idea: Selected Writings of Arnold Schoenberg, ed. Leonard Stein (New 
York: St. Martins’ Press, 1975), 397. 
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The process of developing variation can create new melodies and unify a work with the basic 
idea. Although Schoenberg first wrote on developing variation technique after Berg’s Piano 
Sonata was composed, the concept was present for many years beforehand.  
I will also adopt the use Schoenberg’s concept of “developing variation” as a basic 
methodology for my analysis. The premise in the scholarly literature is that the materials of the 
work are generated from the opening phrase, mm. 1-4 by means of developing variation. As 
Schmalfeldt adheres to Josef Rufer’s claim “the Grundgestalt is a musical phrase comprised of 
smaller units, or motives, that generate the rest of the piece,”28 the entire phrase, rather than a 
motive, is considered the Grundgestalt and its motivic, harmonic, and rhythmic contents will be 
the basis for understanding the whole work.  
For the analysis of the sonata form, I will use the terms for the action spaces as P area = 
Primary thematic area / P theme = Primary theme, TR = transition/ TR material =transitional 
material, S area = Secondary thematic area/ S theme = Secondary theme (also S1, S2), and C = 
Closing.29 In addition, I will use the term ‘false transition,’ adopting from Schmalfeldt’s study30, 
and P->TR, which starts from P material and evolves to transition.  
 Important analytical studies of the Sonata Op. 1 include those by Adorno, David 
Headlam, Schmalfeldt, and Byros.31 Among the earliest analyses is “Piano Sonata” from 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 28 Schmalfeldt, “Berg's Path to Atonality,” 85. 
 	   29 James Hepokoski and Warren Darcy, Elements of Sonata Theory: Norms, Types, and 
Deformations in the Late-Eighteenth-Century Sonata (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 
2006).  	  
 30 ‘False transition’ will be examined later in detail, in the formal analysis in chapter two.  
 
 31 Adorno, “Piano Sonata,” in Alban Berg, Master of the Smallest Link, tran. Juliane Brand and 
Christopher Hailey (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991), xx-xx. Schmalfeldt, “Berg's Path to 
Atonality;” Headlam, The Music of Alban Berg; Vasili Byros, “Competing ‘Windows of Order’: The 
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Adorno’s Alban Berg: Master of the Smallest Link.32  Adorno emphasizes the transformation of 
the basic motives and quartal sonorities by tracing the thematic materials and their treatment. He 
divides the main theme/opening phrase into three motives (Example 1.6) and traces how every 
theme in the sonata is related to the main theme. Likewise, it is the first study among analyses 
assuming that the developing variation process is the fundamental operation of the Piano Sonata; 
the approach has influenced subsequent studies, such as studies by Schmalfeldt, Vasili Byros, 
and Benjamin K. Wadsworth.33 However, the thematic unity of the piece is Adorno’s sole focus; 
he does not much deal with harmonic language. Furthermore, his explanation on the thematic 
development is not an examination but a description. 
 
 Example 1.6 Three motives examined by Adorno, Berg, Piano Sonata, mm. 1-4.2 
Cyclic elements, such as whole-tone, quartal, and chromatic language in the Sonata are 
discussed by Headlam. Headlam’s The Music of Alban Berg is a comprehensive study of Berg’s 
complete works.34 Headlam closely analyzes Berg's compositional technique, highlighting the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Dialectics of System-Construction and -Withdrawal in Berg's Sonata for Piano, Op. 1,” Theory and 
Practice 33 (2008): 273-327. 
 
32 Adorno, “Piano Sonata.”  
 
 33 Adorno, “Piano Sonata;” Schmalfeldt, “Berg's Path to Atonality;” Vasili Byros, “Competing 
‘Windows of Order’;” Benjamin K. Wadsworth, “A Model of Dialectical Process in Berg's Op. 1 Piano 
Sonata,” Theory and Practice 33 (2008): 329-56. 
 
34 Headlam, The Music of Alban Berg. 
!!!!
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use of symmetrical chords and cyclic harmonies throughout his oeuvre. In the part dealing with 
Sonata Op. 1, Headlam discusses the tension between tonal and cyclic elements of the piece such 
as quartal and whole-tone formations, an approach that owes much to George Perle’s theory of 
interval cycles.35 Headlam’s systematic approach predicates the existence of a normative 
structure that is based on symmetry, interval cycles, cyclic pitch collections, and transpositional 
and inversional complementation.  
Schmalfeldt addresses developing variation procedure and formal function of tempos in 
the Sonata.36 She takes Adorno’s ideas further with the supporting conceptual apparatus of pitch-
class set theory, and examines not only the thematic material but also the opening phrase as a 
Grundgestalt; she discusses harmonic progression, pitch structure, rhythmic elements, and 
melodic features as well. In terms of cyclic elements, she discusses Berg’s use of augmented 
triad (048) and two tetrachords based on augmented triad; 4-19 (0348) and 4-24 (0248) sonorities 
in the course of the Sonata. Also she descripts the formal design in detail; she addresses the idea 
of tripartite format along with sonata form.  
Recent in-depth study comes from Byros, which focuses on analysis of the harmonic 
language of the Sonata.37 Byros further systematizes the relationship of the cyclic elements of the 
Sonata previously examined by Headlam and Schmalfeldt. He divided the chords depending on 
different symmetrical levels. According to him, more symmetrical chords are more stable and the 
harmonic direction is generated from less symmetrical chords to more symmetrical chords; 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
35 George Perle, “Berg’s Master Array of Interval Cycles,” Music Quarterly 63, no.1 (1977): 1-30.  
 
36 Schmalfeldt, “Berg's Path to Atonality.” 
 
 37 Byros, “Competing ‘Windows of Order’.” 
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therefore, augmented trichords (048) function as tonic; through this system, Byros’ analysis 
provides harmonic direction in the cyclic passages, which can explain the harmonic fluctuation 
of the Sonata. In addition, he also mentioned fluctuation between tonal passages and cyclic 
passages and atonal passages.  
 Limitation of the analytical study 
 From this analytical literature by previous scholars, performers may obtain concepts that 
support interpretive decisions, such as how themes, harmonies, and forms are organized in the 
Sonata. Nevertheless, none of these theoretical documents deals directly with the Piano Sonata 
from a performance perspective or incorporates the theory into performance practice. In addition, 
the recent studies may be too closely focused on analysis to be accessible for some performers. 
There are always potential gaps between theory and performance; as the purpose of this 
document is to narrow that gap by providing practical information for performers, my analytical 
study herein is limited to issues that performers must address in their interpretations: thematic 
unity, form, tonal organization, and the fluctuation of musical elements. Aspects such as set 
theory, for instance, are excluded except inasmuch as they illuminate questions such as 
thematicism. 
 
4. Performance considerations 
   “The Sonata is free from balance and intonational problems, while it does challenge the 
performer in regard to harmonic function and delineation of its overall form.”38 As Gunther 
Schuller’s notes suggest, the Sonata has more interpretive problems than technical problems. As 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 38 Gunther Schuller, program notes Idle Biret Archive Edition 4, IBA027 8-57127, 1974, compact 
disc.	   
 
	   21	  
a matter of fact, the Sonata is moderately difficult and not extremely awkward for the hands, 
albeit the dense texture throughout the piece. As Adorno said, it is “not terribly difficult to 
perform.”39  
The Piano Sonata has been constantly performed and recorded since the 1950s. Some 
great pianists such as Glenn Gould and Shura Cherkassky have recorded it several times; Gould 
especially enjoyed playing the Sonata and included it in his first commercial recording, which 
was done in live performance of 1952 in CBC Concert Hall (recording 1 in Figure 1.2). 
Unfortunately, there is no recording of Edward Steuermann who had a personal relationship with 
Berg and played the Sonata in his early period. Jakob Gimpel’s recording is still available; he 
studied piano with Steuermann and theory with Berg. Among more recent pianists, Hamelin has 
played the Sonata at many concerts; his performances from 2009 and 2013 are available on 
YouTube (recording 15 and 17 in Figure 1.2), and there are more unreleased recordings between 
2007 and 2009 available elsewhere.  
Although the Piano Sonata leaves much room for interpretive treatment in performance, 
several major problems stand out as frequent challenges for pianists. The delineation of the 
Sonata’s overall form presents some issues. One issue for formal delineation is how the decision 
to repeat the exposition affects the overall structure of the Sonata. Another, more important 
problem, relates to tempo. There are twelve main tempo changes in the course of the Sonata. The 
many tempo changes in the Piano Sonata would be a characteristic derived from Schoenberg’s 
compositional techniques, as almost constant tempo changes characterize Schoenberg’s String 
Quartets Op.7 and Op.10; Schoenberg notated seventeen tempo instructions for the exposition of 
Op.7 alone. Berg’s frequent tempo markings are more structural than expressive, however; he 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 39 Adorno, “Piano Sonata.” 
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notated temporal instructions for every section and formal stage in the Sonata, which bears on 
formal delineation.  
 Year of recording Performer Exposition Repeat duration 
1 1952 Glenn Gould Y 11:20 
2 1957 Glenn Gould N 8:04 
3 1963 Shura Cherkassky Y 9:43 
4 1964 Maria Yudina Y 9:32 
5 1967 George Hadjinikos Y 15:15 
6 1974 Idil Biret Y 16:58 
7 1977 Daniel Barenboim Y 11:31 
8 1979 Jakob Gimpel Y 10:23 
9 1982 Alfred Brendel Y 11:21 
10 1984 Shura Cherkassky Y 9:44 
11 1987 Murray Perahia Y 10:29 
12 1989 Peter Donohoe Y 12:37 
13 1992 Maurizio Pollini Y 10:52 
14 2000 Mitsuko Uchida Y 12:56 
15 2009 Marc-André Hamelin Y 11:34 
16 2010 Hélène Grimaud Y 11:36 
17 2013 Marc-André Hamelin Y 12:00 
 Figure 1.2 Major recordings of the Piano Sonata40   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 40 1. Glenn Gould, 1952, “Glenn Gould: CBC Concert Hall performance,” CBC Player, 52:12, 
from a performance at CBC Concert Hall on August 17, 1952, 
http://www.cbc.ca/player/RADIO+HOLDING+PEN/Glenn+Gould+-
+The+CBC+Legacy/Audio/1950s/ID/2097213831/; 2. ___, 1957, “Glenn Gould live in Moscow 1957, 
(1) plays Berg Sonata op. 1,” YouTube video, 8:05, from a lecture performance at the Small Hall of the 
Moscow Conservatory on May 12, 1957, posted by “micheldvorsky.” November 21, 2010. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K5WjFRQoqbc; 3. Shura Cherkassky, 1963, from BBC Legends: 
Cherkassky. Shura Cherkassky, BBCL 42122, 2007, compact disc; 4. Maria Yudina, 1964, from Russian 
Piano School Vol. 4: Maria Yudina, Melodia, BM 610, 1995, compact disc; 5. George Hadjinikos, 1967, 
“Berg: Piano Sonata, op.1,” YouTube video, 15:24, from a performance at Athens Festival in 1967, 
posted by “George Hadjinikos,” March 13, 2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GAvbsIzcf40; 6. 
Idil Biret, 1974, from Idil Biret Archive Edition Volume 4: Berg, Webern & Boulez, Naxos 8571277, 2010, 
compact disc; 7. Daniel Barenboim, 1977, from Alban Berg Collection, DG 4746572, 2003, compact 
disc; 8. Jakob Gimpel, 1979, from Pianist Jakob Gimpel at Ambassador Auditorium: April 22, 1979/ June 
5, 1977, CAMBCD 1135, 2009, compact disc; 9. Alfred Brendel, 1982, from The Essential Alban Berg, 
Phillips, E4705312, 2002, compact disc; 10. Shura Cherkassky, from Shura Cherkassky (1909-1995): 
Solo Works by Chopin, Mussorgsky, Berg, Bernstein, Brahms, Schumann, Beethoven, Liszt, Stravinsky, 
Grieg and Rakhmaninov, NI1933, 2012, compact disc; 11. Murray Perahia, 1987, from Murray Perahia: 
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This challenge of deciding proper tempi is witnessed in the performance timings of 
various recordings. Figure 1.2 shows major recordings from the 1950s to the present (2015). 
Although many other recordings can be found on minor labels and Internet sources such as 
YouTube, I have limited the list to recordings published by major labels and performers. The 
information on the table provides the year, performer, whether or not the exposition is repeated, 
and the performance duration of the entire piece. 
 There is a large gap between performance durations; while the longest performances, by 
Hadjinikos and Biret, are over 15 minute long, the shortest performance (except for Gould's 
recording of 1958 that plays the exposition only one time) is under ten minutes. There does not 
seem to be an agreed tempo for this piece. Some pianists take the initial tempo too slowly, even 
though the main tempo mark is Mäßig bewegt (Allegro Moderato); perhaps the slow opening 
would fit in well with a more volatile approach to the many following tempo changes. Even with 
the recordings of similar duration (from over nine and a half minutes up to thirteen minutes), the 
starting tempos are very different, presenting different tempo organization. Figure 1.3 compares 
between sectional durations of recording by Maria Yudina, Jakob Gimpel and Murray Perahia. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25th Anniversary Edition, SX4K63380, 1997, compact disc; 12. Peter Donohoe, 1989, from 
Liszt/Berg/Bartok/Prokofiev: PianoSonatas, EMI 18723, 2011, compact disc; 13. Maurizio Pollini, 1992, 
from Debussy: 12 Etudes / Berg: Sonate Op. 1: Maurizio Pollini, DG, E4236782, 1993, compact disc; 14. 
Mitsuko Uchida, 2000, from Schoenberg: Piano Concerto, Klavierstücke, Op. 11 and Op. 19/ Berg: 
Piano Sonata, Op. 1/ Webern: Variations, Op. 27, Philips 468033-2, 2001, compact disc; 15. Marc-André 
Hamelin, 2009, “Hamelin Plays Berg - Sonata Op 1 1/2,” YouTube video, 8:51; “Hamelin plays Berg - 
Sonata Op 1 2/2,” YouTube video, 3:04, from a performance at Les Sommets Musicaux de Gstaad on 
February 6, 2009, posted by “tompilk,” February 13, 2010, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z67mnXTttoE;%20http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LIsyrVrApTE
; 16. Hélène Grimaud, 2010, from Hélène Grimaud: Résonances, DG 4778766, 2010, compact disc; 17. 
Marc-André Hamelin, 2013, “Hamelin Plays Berg - Piano Sonata Op.1,” YouTube video, 12:24, from a 
performance for Moscow State Philharmonic Society on April 4, 2013, posted by “tompilk,” April 14, 
2013, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hpi8fJABVHo. 
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Performer Exposition P FT P->TR S1 S2 C 
Perahia (1987) 2’20” 30” 12” 29” 24” 25” 20” 
Gimpel (1979) 2’15” 24” 10” 30” 21” 30” 20” 
Yudina (1964) 2’15” 31” 11” 32” 20” 27” 14” 
 Figure 1.3 Comparison among three recordings 
 Compare the recording by Gimpel to that by Yudina. The duration of the exposition of 
two recordings is exactly same (2’15”), but Gimpel plays only 24 seconds for the P section and 
20 seconds for the closing section, while Yudina plays 31 seconds for the P section and 14 
seconds for the closing section. In other words, Gimpel plays the P section fast and the C section 
slow, as the composer required for the sections: Yudina plays the P section slower than the C 
section; 31” for 12 measures and 14” for 7 measures. Also compare the recording by Perahia to 
that by Yudina. The tempo of P is different for each, but that of C is the same. Likewise, each 
performer conveys different temporal delineation for the sections. I will examine proper tempo 
for important sections in relation to each other.  
 In addition to tempo problems for sonata sections, there are many other temporal 
instructions by Berg on a local scale, such as ritardando, accelerando, and allargando. Many of 
these instructions are unusual and need to be interpreted within the relation of harmonic, 
dynamic, rhythmic organization, and phrasing. Some of the tempo problems discussed in this 
document are what Hermann Gottschewski brings up in his paper for 2008 International 
Conference, co-hosted by Ewha Womans University Music Research Center and the Korean 
Society for Music Theory 41 However, I will provide my own interpretation on the problematic 
places, though I refer to some of his ideas.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 41 Hermann Gottschewski, “Alban Bergs Klaviersonate: Analyse im Hinblick auf 
Interpretationsproblem, mit besonderer Rücksicht auf die Tempogestaltung (Alban Berg's piano sonata: 
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 Technical problems still remain. The texture of the Sonata is too dense to get legato with 
hands alone. Therefore, sensitive arm technique, pedaling, and careful fingering will be 
considered for solving this technical problem, along with proper voicing and articulations.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
An analysis with reference to problems of interpretation, with particular attention to shaping the tempi),” 
trans. in Korean by Jeong-eun Seo, Ewha Music Journal vol.12 no.2 (2008): 192-206. 
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II. Analytical perspectives 
 The analysis falls into two main categories: Berg’s treatment of thematic material, and his 
treatment of formal structure. I open with an exploration of the opening phrase, the Grundgestalt, 
as necessary background for understanding the thematic integration of the Sonata. The 
discussion of thematic treatment will consider harmonic and motivic language as well. The 
sections on formal structure comprehensively consider readings of the Sonata by Adorno, 
Schmalfeldt, Byros, and Wadsworth, and include the discussion on phrase structure and overall 
tonal organization of the Sonata. The formal analysis will be followed by the description of the 
fluctuation of musical elements in the Sonata: harmony, tempo, and dynamics. I will draw from 
these analyses to establish a formal-analytical basis for the discussion of my interpretation. 
1. The opening phrase: Grundgestalt 
 The thematic integration of the Sonata is strikingly thorough. To understand the thematic 
development, it is necessary to examine the harmonic language of the opening phrase first, and 
then discuss the motivic language closely. Example 2.1 shows motives of the opening phrase 
(Example 2.1a) and its voice-leading (Example 2.1b), and Figure 2.1 presents the harmonic 
components of the phrase.  
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 Example 2.1a Grundgestalt, mm. 1-4.2 	  
   	   Example 2.1b. Voice-leading, mm. 1–4.2 	  	   	  
Chord 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Prime form (0157)  (0248) (0268)    
Pitch 
collections 
  WT0 WT1    
Harmonic 
functions 
iiø7 m7   ø7 V i 	  
 Figure 2.1 Harmonic components, mm. 1–4.2 
 
 The phrase does not start with a tonic presentation of B minor. Ascending fourths open 
the theme, P4 (G-C) followed by an 4+ (C-F♯) as the top of the first chord, pc set (0157) (chord 1 
in Example 2.1b). Schmalfeldt considers the chord an incomplete half-diminished seventh (iiø7, 
lacking E) with added F♯; he treats this as the supertonic of B minor.42 Although the first chord 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 Schmalfeldt, “Berg's Path to Atonality,” 91. 
!!!!
!
a 
b 
c 
a 
b 
c 
c’ 
c’ 
!!!
!!
Melody  G C F#-G  G- Eb Eb-B D C#  
Scale-
degree 
6 2 ♭ 5-6 6- 4 ♭
 
4-1 ♭ 3 2  
Vertical 
sonority 
  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Prime 
form 
  (0157)  (0248) (0268)    
Pitch 
collections 
    WT0 WT1    
Harmonic 
functions 
  iiø7 m7   ø7 V i !
7 -            7 -                  7 -                  7 –––6                      9 –––8 
5              5 
4 ––––––––– 3!
(  ) 
1! 2! 3! 5!
1!
4! 6! 7!
1!
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does not establish B minor, it clearly prepares the cadential dominant reached in mm. 3-4. 
Likewise, mm. 1–4 establishes the key of the Sonata as B minor through a V-i harmonic 
progression.  
 The theme is embellished with two chromatic voices (marked as blue dotted lines in 
Example 1.2b): C-B-B♭-A-G♯-G, resting on a G pedal and then moving to F♯; and C♯-C-B-A♯, 
which resolves to the imaginary B at m. 4. Thus the harmony of the phrase is guided by two lines 
of minor seventh, moving down chromatically. These motions are reinforced in the bass by an E 
(m. 3.1) resolving to the dominant F♯ and then to the tonic B (marked as a black dotted line in 
Example 1.2b). In addition to the initial chord (0157), the vertical sonorities generated in the 
opening phrase are an incomplete minor seventh (chord 2 in Example 2.1b); two whole-tone 
chords (chord 3 and 4), (0248) and (0268), based respectively on WT0 and WT1.43; a diminished 
seventh (chord 5); and the dominant to the tonic (chords 6 and 7). Schmalfeldt has fully 
examined these sonorities in the exposition as fundamental harmonic components throughout the 
work.44  
The top voice of the opening phrase, serving as the melody, consists of three motives, 
which Adorno labels a, b, and c. Motive a is the perfect and augmented fourths, producing an 
outer interval of a major seventh (G-F♯) and set (016). The G is also first note of motive b, 
creating a neighboring motion (G-F♯-G) that interacts with the descending chromatic line starting 
from C. In addition, the ascending G-F♯ is responded to the descending G-F♯ of inner voice at 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 WT0 starts from C, WT1 from C#. 
 
44 Schmalfeldt, “Berg's Path to Atonality,” 95. Schmalfeldt fully examined these sonorities in 
“Berg's Path to Atonality.” 
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the end of phrase. Motive b consists of a broken augmented triad (048), a subset of the whole-
tone scale, descending in a gesture that spans a minor sixth. Motive c is a half-step descending 
dyad in dotted rhythm. According to Adorno, it is derived from F♯-G, combining (and inverting) 
the last note of motive a and the first note of motive b.45 Motive c occurs twice more within the 
opening phrase, the second and third in rhythmic diminution in inner voice in m.3 (marked as c’ 
in Example 2.1a). Figure 2.2 presents the melodic features, pitch contents, and rhythmic features 
of the three motives, which will be developed and transformed over the course of the Sonata. 
 
Motive Melodic feature Pitch contents Rhythm 
a skipping ascending gesture quartal chords (016) 
outer interval of major seventh 
dotted 
b skipping descending gesture  
 
augmented triad (048) 
subset of whole-tone scale 
outer interval of minor sixth 
repeated eighth 
notes 
c stepwise descending gesture semitone dotted 
 Figure 2.2 Characteristics of three motives  
 
 Through the opening phrase, Berg presents both tonal material with tonal cadence of V-I 
and atonal materials with cyclic elements such as chromatic formation (1-cycle), whole-tone (2-
cycle), augmented triads (3-cycle), and atonal structures such as set (016) and (0157). Tonal and 
atonal elements, along with other musical elements, generate an arch: it starts with an ascending 
gesture, moves through whole-tone and chromatic materials with accelerando and crescendo, 
and releases tension through a descending gesture and ritardando. All the elements in the 
opening phrase as a Grundgestalt will be based on all the material throughout the entire piece. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 Adorno, “Piano Sonata,” 42.  
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2. Treatment of thematic material 
 Developing variation procedure in primary thematic area in mm.1-15 
Development of the motivic materials follows immediately on the presentation on the 
Grundgestalt. The following phrase (mm. 4.3-12.1) begins by restating compressed versions of 
motives b and c (Example 2.2). 
 
 
 
 Example 2.2 Development of motivic materials, mm. 4.3–12.1 
 
Motive b appears three times in the compressed version: without repeated notes in the 
melodic line (m.4 and mm. 6–7), and with accented notes (D♯-B-G) in rhythmic augmentation 
(m. 8). As motive b is supported by whole-tone chords in the opening phrase (m. 2), D♯-B-G in 
m.8 is supported by a succession of whole-tone chords in the left hand; these alternate WT0 and 
WT1, generating chromatic lines. The harmonic goal of the whole-tone descent is a climactic 
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presentation of the returning initial phrase supported by chromatic gesture (m. 9).46 Motive c 
appears in m. 5 and m. 7 in rhythmic diminution, inverted gesture, or a combination of both. 
While the uses of motives b and c are quite straightforward and easy to follow, the 
transformation of motive a is more complex. As Byros observes, the restatement of b and c in the 
beginning of the second phrase combines the motives in such a way that the last note of motive b 
and the two notes of motive c form a double neighbor around C♯ (B-D-C♯). This generates the 
motivic content (D-F-E) of mm.4–5 (Example 2.3).47  
 
 
 Example 2.3 Formation of thematic materials, mm. 2–6 
 
This newly generated motivic material - BC1 according to Byros’s label - includes an 
ascending major seventh (F♯-F) which corresponds to the outer interval of motive a. The interval 
of a major seventh between (b1) and (c1) is imitated in the following motivic material: F-E-E♭- 
B♭-A. The final three notes, E♭-B♭-A, of this sequence constitute pc set (016)—the same pc set 
as motive a. The material is therefore a transposed and realigned form of motive a with the notes 
in a different linear order; the first and second notes have been switched (Example 2.4).  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46 Schmalfeldt, “Berg's Path to Atonality,” 101. 
 
47 Byros, “Competing ‘Windows of Order’,” 274-5.  
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 Example 2.4 Formation of motive a1 from motive a  
  
This motive (a1) appears in m.6, first in the soprano and then in the bass one beat later (Example 
2.2). Motive a also appears as a chord, simultaneously at the second beat of m.6 in the right hand. 
Adorno considered the reordering of notes in motives and their vertical accumulation into 
harmonic sonorities characteristic of Berg's treatment of musical fragments.48  
 Harmonic vocabulary  
 Schmalfeldt noted another feature of the motivic material in the opening phrase, which 
will be basis for the harmonic language of the Sonata. The last note of motive a (F♯) plus motive 
b makes the 4-19 (0348) sonority, the augmented triad with semitone; this set is also made by 
combining motive b with the first note of motive c (D) (Example 2.5a).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 Adorno, “Piano Sonata,” 42-43. 
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a. 
 
b. 
 
 Example 2.5 Formation of 4-19 and 4-24 from three motives 49  
 
According to Schmalfeldt, in the case of the combination of an augmented triad (048) with 
another note from remaining nine pitch classes, we can obtain two different kinds of tetrachords, 
4-19 (0348) and 4-24 (0248) (Example 2.5b).50 In the second phrase, these two kinds of 
tetrachords constitute the phrase, along with augmented triads.  
 Byros approaches these chords from the perspective of symmetry.51  
 
 
 Example 2.6 Byros’ analyses, mm. 4-952 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49 Schmalfeldt, “Berg's Path to Atonality,” 97 
 
50 Schmalfelt, “Berg's Path to Atonality,” 97 
 
51 See p. 20 in chapter 1 for the explanation of Byros’s Whole-Tone tonality. 
 
!!!!!
!
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In Example 2.6, the beginning of the second phrase starts with a Bb augmented triad (048) 
having tonic function (T); this proceeds to seventh chords (0348) (0248) having dominant 
function (D) with voice-exchange in mm. 5–6; and then moves to another tonic (048) on the first 
beat of m. 7. The following chord (03478), featuring more harmonic dissonances due to 
semitones (whole-tone chords including semitones, sWT following Byros), expands the 
dominant function with the whole-tone passage of m. 8; this finally resolves to the Bb augmented 
triad tonic. These whole-tone elements carry functional meaning resembling the harmonic 
function of tonality.53 The resulting harmonic fluctuation within the phrase is an ebb and flow 
between sonorities that are almost but not quite whole-tone and those that are purely so.54  
 Thematic unity and contrast through the progress of the sonata structure 
The motivic materials of the Grundgestalt continue to be developed for further thematic 
material propelling the progress of the sonata structure. The new thematic material in m. 12, 
which I call TR material, is derived from combining variants of the motives (Example 2.7). 
 
 Example 2.7 TR material  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 Byros, “Competing ‘Windows of Order’,” 287. 
 
53 Ibid. 
 
54 Ibid., 95.  
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The first segment, F-F♯, inverts motive c. The second segment, F♯-A-E (motive d),55 can be 
considered to be a motive a variant. In this case, the three notes preserve only the melodic 
features of a: a trichord with a skipping ascending contour, producing an outer interval of a 
seventh (albeit a minor seventh rather than major). The last segment, E-C-G♯-D (motive e), is 
formed by combining motives a and b: a broken augmented triad recalling motive b is 
supplemented with a final D by ascending an augmented fourth, recalling motive a.  
 The evidence that motive d and e are transformations of motive a can be found later use 
of them; motives d and e will replace motive a later in the work. At the return of the primary 
theme in m. 17, motive e replaces motive a (Example 2.8a). Also at the beginning of the 
development in m. 57, motive d, derived from motive a, replaces a (Example 2.8b).  
   
  
 Example 2.8a Motive d replacing motive a, mm. 17-19.1 
 
 Example 2.8b Motive e replacing motive a, mm. 57.3-59.2 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55 I follow Adorno's labeling of motives to designate these segments. 
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The S1 material is another transformation of motive a, based on two (016) sets (Example 
2.9): E-A♯-B (motive f), and A♯-B-F (motive g); these appear interlocked as E-A♯-B-F.   
 
 Example 2.9 S1 material  
 
S2 material in veloce also consists of variants of motives a and c (mm. 30-31, Example 
2.10). Motive h is a variant of motive g; the segment that follows is a restatement of motive d, 
with a descending semitone from motive c. The last descending tetrachord can be considered as a 
prolonged motive c and it is developed in various ways through the entire sonata. Example 2.1b 
shows one of the examples of use of descending tetrachords. 
 
 Example 2.10a S2 material 
	   	  	   Example 2.10b Descending tetrachords, mm. 67-69 
 
!
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Figure 2.3 presents the features of motives d–h used for thematic material. 
 
Motive Features  
d motive a variant 
skipping ascending triad 
outer interval of seventh 
e motive b (augmented triad) plus motive a 
(augmented fourth interval) 
f motive a variant 
(016) 
g motive a variant 
(016) 
h motive g variant 
Figure 2.3 Features of variants of motive a 
 
By deriving so much musical material from the three initial motives - especially motive a 
- Berg establishes thematic unity and textural contrast at the same time. On the one hand, the 
material generated by thematic transformation for each formal section is closely related to the 
Grundgestalt, tightly tying together the unfolding of the sonata structure. On the other, the 
different character, rhythm, and melodic contour for each thematic development prevent any 
sense of musical stasis. Thus themes that have the same origin are nonetheless consistently new 
and different. 
C material in mm.50-51 exemplifies this process. Compare Example 2.11a with 2.11b. 
The melodic materials of the closing theme are a literal restatement of the first seven notes of the 
S2, but they have a totally different character by virtue of new rhythm, tempo, harmony, and 
texture.  
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Example 2.11a S2 theme, mm. 39-40  
 
 
Example 2.11b C theme, mm. 50-51   
 
More thematic contrast comes from rhythmic development. Rosemary Hilmar states that, 
throughout the exposition, Berg created contrasting subjects from the existing Grundgestalt by 
introducing rhythmic variants,56 as well as melodic motive variants for new formal stages. 
Triplets are introduced in TR material, sixteenth notes in S1, and sixteenth-note sextuplets in S2; 
these new rhythmic patterns therefore signal the new events in the unfolding of the sonata form, 
while the shorter rhythmic values give the music a sense of increasingly agitated intensity 
relaxed with the new tempo and character of the closing theme.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56 Rosemary Hilmar, “Alban Berg's Studies with Schoenberg,” Journal of the Arnold Schoenberg 
Institute 8 no. 1 (1984): 27. 
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3. Discussion of formal structure 
Commentators who have analyzed the sonata have different ideas on its formal structure. 
Disagreement often stems from the weakness of tonal function in distinguishing sonata sections, 
and the sense of continuous evolution brought about by motivic-thematic development. 
Nonetheless, many basic parameters of the form are clear, with sections distinguished through 
the same techniques applied to motivic development.  
 
The Piano Sonata develops over the conventional sonata form sections--exposition, 
development, and recapitulation--and their respective contrasting thematic sections. Figure 2.4 
presents my analysis of the formal structure of the Sonata. The three main sections are well 
balanced in length: the exposition, 55 measures (mm. 1-55); the development 55 measures (mm. 
56-110); the expanded recapitulation, 69 measures (mm. 110–179).57 Significantly, tempo 
instructions by the composer appear at every formal stage. In this way, Berg's formal structure is 
embedded within the tempo markings, compensating for the lack of strong tonal structures in the 
sonata form by further distinguishing the thematic areas.58 The keys do not refer to the major or 
minor modes but to tonal centers, except for the B minor of the opening phrase and the last 
phrase of the work. Berg avoids triads and tonal cadences at sectional boundaries, often using 
seventh or ninth chords or three-note design of bass to close sections instead.59 Consequently, 
there is only a brief, imperfect sense of tonal centers from these chords, which arrive out of a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 Archibald addresses this issue in “Berg's development as an instrumental composer,” 94. 
 
58 Pople, “Early Works,” 60. 
 
 59 Three-note design of the bass will be comprehensively discussed later in this chapter.  
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journey through atonal vocabulary, including quartal sonorities, whole-tone collections, and 
chromaticism within sections.  
 
Formal stage Main tempo Starting 
measure 
Initial/primary 
key area 
Exposition 
Primary theme area P Allegro moderato 
(Tempo I) 
1 b minor 
False 
transition 
Più animato 12 D 
PàTR Tempo I 17 (b) 
Secondary theme area S1 Più lento 
(Tempo II) 
30 A-e 
S2 Veloce 39 V/b 
Closing theme Molto più lento 
(Tempo III) 
50  
Development 
Subsection1 (DV1) P Quasi Tempo I 
Ma più lento 
57  
Subsection2 (DV2) TR animato 71  
Subsection3 (DV3) S1+2 Tempo più lento 
(II) 
101  
Recapitulation 
Primary theme area P Tempo I 111 (b) 
TR Non ritardare 132 (D) 
Secondary theme area S1 Tempo II 138 B 
S2 Veloce 145 V/b 
Closing theme Tempo III 168 b minor 
 Figure 2.4 Formal structure of the Piano Sonata 
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 Exposition 
Figure 2.5 shows the formal breakdown of the exposition by Adorno, Schmalfeldt,60 
Byros, Wadsworth, and myself, with formal divisions according to main tempo markings.  
 
Figure 2.5 Formal structure of the exposition according to various scholars61   
MT = main theme; P = primary theme; TR = transition; S = secondary theme; C = closing theme 
 
 These analyses are similar overall, with slight differences in labeling sections and more 
important distinctions in describing the structure within sections. With the exception of Adorno, 
the analyses divide the exposition into three broad thematic areas--main or primary theme, 
secondary theme, and closing--according to the main tempo divisions. Tempo I, Mäßig bewegt 
(Allegro moderato), contains the primary theme (mm. 1-29); Tempo II, Langsamer als Tempo I 
(più lento), is the secondary thematic area (mm. 30-49); and Tempo III, Viel langsamer (Molto 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
60 Both the Adorno and Schmalfeldt analyses appear in Pople, “Early Works,” 60-61. 
 
61 Pople, “Early Works,” 61.  
 
Bar Tempo Adorno Schmalfeldt Byros Wadsworth Chung 
1 
 
Tempo I  
(Allegro 
moderato) 
MT 
(antecedent + 
consequent) 
MT 
(A) 
P 
(rounded 
binary-A) 
P 
(aba’) 
P 
12 Più 
animato 
TR? 
(or, third part 
of MT) 
False TR, 
becomes MT 
(B) 
(B) Episode False TR 
 
17 Tempo I [TR] MT, 
becomes TR  
(A’)  
(A’) Union of P 
and episode 
PàTR 
 
30 Tempo II  
(Piu lento) 
S S 1 
(=A) 
S S S1 
 
39 veloce C S 2  
(=B) 
 TR to 
Closing 
S2 
 
50 Tempo III  
(Molto piu 
lento) 
Abgesang C  
(=A) 
C Closing C 
Theme 5 
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più lento), is the closing area (mm. 50-55).  Tempo I is interrupted by a contrasting più animato 
section (mm. 12-16); a veloce section (mm. 39-49) separates Tempo II and Tempo III. Therefore, 
the overall tempo structure is Tempo I- Più animato-Tempo I // Tempo II-veloce // Tempo III. 
The sole thematic divergence among the analyses is Adorno’s location of the closing theme in 
the veloce, while Tempo III is considered an Abgesang; the other analyses treat the veloce as S2 
or transition material.  
In terms of phrase structure of the primary theme, while Wadsworth divides it into three 
parts, aba’: Grundgestalt (mm. 1–4), developmental phrase (mm. 4–8), and return to the 
Grundgestalt (mm. 8–12),62 Adorno considers the relationship between the two phrases as 
antecedent (mm. 1-4) and consequent (mm. 4-12).63 However, I would consider the theme 
consisting of two phrases; the statement (mm. 1-4) and the development (mm. 4-12). The return 
of the Grundgestalt in mm. 8–12 is not an independent phrase, but a continuation of mm. 4-8. In 
addition, mm. 4-12 is not constructed as a resolution, rather developing the idea of the 
Grundgestalt towards climax. Mm. 4–8 raises tension through an ascending sequential gesture 
with accelerando, stringendo and crescendo and reaches the regional climax with a whole-tone 
series (mm. 8-9.1) and the restatement of the Grundgestalt. The regional climax is supported by 
purely whole-tone material and a reversal of the dotted rhythm in mm. 5–6; the climax is then 
deformed by a chromatic descending gesture in the left hand in mm. 7–9. Therefore, the primary 
theme (mm. 1-12.1) consists of two irregular phrases; the first, three measures in length (mm. 1-
4.1), presents the musical material; the second, eight measures (mm. 4.2-11.1), develops them to 
the climax and deforms it. Mounting and releasing of tension creates a musical arch recalling the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
62 Wadsworth, “A Model of Dialectical Process,” 332-4. 
 
63 Adorno, “Piano Sonata,” 42.  
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shape of the Grundgestalt itself. The resulting musical arch and climax-deformation process is 
crucial; this will be the basis of structure of important sections throughout the sonata.  
The musical arch shape is also generated between tonal and atonal components. When the 
Grundgestalt returns at m. 9, a three-note circle-of-fifths gesture in the bass (E-A-D) appears 
with a chromatic gesture in the inner voices (mm. 9–12, marked as blue squares in Example 
2.12).  
 
 
 Example 2.12 Three-note circle-of-fifths gesture, mm. 9-12.1 
 
This somewhat resembles the chord progression of the opening phrase; as the tonal cadence of 
the opening phrase presents C♯-F♯-B (iiø7-V-i) in the bass, E-A-D likewise provides the same 
sense of a supertonic-dominant-tonic cadential progression to a tonal center (D) by imitating the 
same root motion. Here, unlike in the opening phrase, the chords do not present the same 
harmonic progression, but a distortion with chromatic voice leading in the middle voices. The 
dominant seventh chords on D in m.12 are regarded as altered tonic to create the cadence. Thus, 
the primary theme starts with a tonal phrase (mm. 1-4); develops with atonal elements (mm. 4-
8); and returns to the tonal gesture (mm. 9-12).  
!!!!!
!!!
!E! A! D!
Return!of!the!opening!phrase!
Chromatic!voices!
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The Più animato phrase (mm. 11.3-17.1) exposes the TR material (Example 2.13), 
immediately recognizable as initiating a new section; with the new tonal center of D prepared by 
a three-note circle-of-fifths (E-A-D).  
 
 
 Example 2.13 False transition, mm. 11.3-17   
 
It seems to function as ‘transition’ at a glance; the faster rhythmic motion with triplets and faster 
tempo, and sequential and canonic gestures, give the phrase forward propulsion; in addition, the 
new theme presents stretto; the left hand imitates the right one measure behind. Yet, it reveals 
that it does not function as ‘transition’; by m.16, the accelerated rhythmic motion gives way to 
poco rit., the Grundgestalt returns in the original key (down an octave) without further 
development at m. 17. As Adorno argues, this phrase seems at first to be transitional, and then 
!
!!!
!
TR!material!
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turns into something else.64 Schmalfeldt concurs, labeling it a “false transition.”65 I also take 
Schmalfeldt’s label. ‘False transition’ consists of two three-measure phrases, each presenting TR 
material in different pitches.   
 Tempo I begins with the altered P theme, in m. 17; motive a is replaced by motive d (see 
Example 2.8a). This time P theme is reduced into two measures and develops by sequential 
gesture. At the same time, the thematic material of the second phrase serves as a counter theme, 
as a contrapuntal texture in m. 19 (Example 2.14).   
 
 
 Example 2.14 Returning second phrase as counter theme, mm. 17.2–21 
 
The sequential gesture of P theme leads into a big climax in mm. 24-25, where TR material 
comes up again in the left hand with rhythmic variation and helps to transit into the secondary 
theme (Example 2.15). This climax is followed by deformation transitioning to the secondary 
theme, which is a similar climax-deformation process as that of P; the climax presents a whole-
tone tetrachord in the top voice (mm. 24-25), which is prepared by reversed dotted rhythm in the 
left hand. And this closes with a three-note design at the end of the section B-E-A, leading into 
the secondary theme. Some scholars such as Byros and Wadsworth designate this section without 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64 Adorno, “Piano Sonata,” 43–44. 
 
65 Schmalfeldt, “Berg's Path to Atonality.” 
!
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transitional meaning. However, this section presents the characteristics of transition; building up 
energy and leading into another tonal center. Therefore, I call it ‘primary theme into transition 
(P->TR)’. 
 
 
 Example 2.15 Climax and deformation of P->TR, mm. 24-25 
 
There are disagreements about the structure of the primary theme area: Adorno and 
Schmalfeldt both consider Più animato as a ‘false’ transition with Schmalfeldt also treating it as 
B of a rounded binary; Byros likewise views it as B, but without transition function; and 
Wadsworth approaching it as an episode, providing new thematic material. Crucially, Byros 
considers the primary theme area to be in ABA binary form. Similarly, Wadsworth treats it as P 
–> episode –> P+episode. These ideas did not place much focus on function in the sonata form, 
!
B!
E! A!
TR!material!with!rhythmic!variation!
Whole6tone!tetrachord!Climax!
Deformation!
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although the tripartite format is useful for analyzing this work. Therefore, I find the sonata-based 
approach of Adorno and Schmalfeldt more illuminating.  
 Tempo II presents the secondary theme in m. 30 (Example 2.16).  
  
 Example 2.16 S1 theme, three-note circle-of-fifths gesture, mm. 30-34.1 
 
The theme emerges from a root-position dominant ninth chord built on A. This chord, prepared 
with B and E in mm. 26-29 (Example 2.15)-making three-note circle-of-fifths gesture (B-E-A)- 
acts as a local referential tonic. A is prolonged until another three-note circle-of-fifths gesture,  
(F♯-B-E) comes in the bass (m. 32.3-34.1). The lyricism of the S theme, its slower tempo, and 
four-measure unit offers contrast to the primary theme. Thus all theorists agree to this section as 
the secondary theme. The theme develops by two-measure unit sequential gesture in mm. 34-37 
and leads to Veloce through stringendo.   
The new theme in veloce is presented in contrapuntal texture, stretto (Example 2.17).  
 
!!!
!
B A E 
F# 
B 
E 
!!!
!
B A E 
F# 
B 
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 Example 2.17 S2 theme, mm. 39-42 
 
Most scholars locate the veloce section within the S area as another secondary theme (S2) or 
transition to the closing theme, although Adorno considers it as a C. I consider the veloce a 
continuation/development from Tempo II; therefore, Tempo II as S1, veloce as S2. Although 
their characters differ, there is not much distinction between the two phrases. In addition, the 
thematic material in veloce carries urgent forward motion, which is uncharacteristic of closing 
material. I therefore designate this S2. Moreover, Tempo II and veloce together create a long 
dynamic arch: from mp (m. 30) to mf (m. 37), f (m. 39), and the climatic ff (m. 44) before 
undergoing diminuendo to pp until m. 50.  
 The structure of the secondary theme area is closely related to the primary theme, in that 
both have presentation and developmental continuation, with the development originating as a 
response to the presentation. As the P theme evolves to the second phrase, the S1 theme 
progresses in the S2. See Example 2.18.  
 
!
S2 
S2 
	   49	  
 
 Example 2.18 Climax and deformation of secondary theme area, mm. 43-49 
 
The climax of the S area (mm. 44-45) recalls the whole-tone descending tetrachord of the climax 
of the P area in mm. 24–25. These descending tetrachords are supported by dotted rhythms in the 
bass. After emphasizing the dominant in mm. 46–47, the climax is closed through deformation 
(mm. 48-49), but it does not cadence to the tonic. Likewise, S2 presents another climax-
deformation process and construction comes from the parallel thematic structure of P and S. 
Tempo III; molto piu lento (mm. 50–56) (Example 2.19) is designated as the closing 
theme by all the scholars considered here except for Adorno.  
 
!
Tetrachord!Climax!
Deformation!
V/b! V/b!
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 Example 2.19 Closing theme area, mm. 49-56 
 
According to Adorno, this “Abgesang” 66 section (so designated by Adorno)67 brings the Sonata 
to a close with the movement’s most distant recollection, underlining the nostalgia characterizing 
the work.68 The harmony supporting the closing theme in mm. 50-51 offers a juxtaposition of the 
two hexachords of the whole-tone scale on a chromatic bass line between F-sharp and C-natural; 
only F♯ in the melody is out of this rule. After a two-measure sequence of the closing theme, 
sequential motive a gestures (mm. 55–56) retransit to the P. The overall C can be considered as 
prolonging a dominant seventh chord in B minor - which first appeared in m. 46 - and leading to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 ‘Abgesang’ means the final contrasting strophe of bar form; repetition of the same word or 
phrases for emphasis; and epistrophe, especially the concluding section. 
 
67 Adorno, “Piano Sonata,” 46. 
 
68 Pople, “Early Works,” 61 
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the supertonic seventh chord, the opening chord of the Grundgestalt, for the repetition of the 
exposition.  
 Conflict between sonata form and tripartite format in the exposition 
As seen in Figure 2.4, Schmalfeldt also divides the exposition into two parts. She 
addresses the parallel structure between the P area (ABA') and the combination of S and C areas 
(=A=B=A'); S and C share thematic materials, supporting the idea of tripartite format. Both 
tripartite formats have a slow-fast-slow temporal design that might thus be hidden within the 
course of the sonata form. The idea of tripartite format can be found elsewhere within the piece 
as a basic structure for phrases, sections, and the whole sonata. The Grundgestalt indeed 
foreshadows the tripartite format: starting with a tonal gesture, proceeding to pure whole-tone 
material with accelerando, and ending with a tonal chord, all of which is shaped as a gradual 
building-up to a climax and a rapid decay. The P area also consists of three parts: presentation of 
the Grundgestalt (a), developmental material with rising tension (b), and a return of the 
Grundgestalt (a’). The idea of tripartite form is thus applied to the remaining formal stages in the 
sonata; the three subsections of the development also have a slow-fast-slow design: Langsamer 
als Tempo I (Quasi Tempo I) for DV1- Bewegt (animato) for DV2-Langsameres Tempo I (più 
lento, Tempo II) for DV3. Thus, the Sonata presents both sonata form and tripartite format at the 
same time. The Sonata creates a drama by setting up a conflict between two formats, as well as 
conflicts between themes within the sonata form.  
 Development  
The development consists of three subsections, each based on themes from the 
exposition: DV1 in mm. 57-71, based on P theme; DV2 in mm. 57-100, on TR theme; and DV3 
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in mm. 101-111, on S theme. The closing theme does not appear in the development, although 
the TR theme is expanded for the work's biggest climax. Each thematic material (P, TR, S1, S2) 
is transformed for development. Example 2.20 shows the transformations of each thematic 
material. For DV1 (Example 2.20a), three motives of P are transformed; motive d replaces a as 
a-variant, whole-tone tetrachord replaces augmented trichord as b-variant, and motive c is 
inversed. For DV2 (Example 2.20b), the TR omits the two opening notes and is interwoven with 
descending triplets that evolve into sixteenth notes. For DV3 (Example 2.20c), S1 and S2 are 
combined within two measures; after this two-measure gesture is repeated, S1 and S2 are 
contrapuntally combined within one measure.  
 
  
 Example 2.20a P theme in the first development 
  
  
 Example 2.20b. TR theme in the second development 
 
!
d-Variant 
c b-Variant 
!
TR$variant!
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 Example 2.20c. S themes in the third development 
 
The tempi in the development also can be considered in relation to those of the exposition. 
The DV1, based on the primary theme, is marked Quasi Tempo I, ma più lento; the DV2, based 
on transitional material, calls for animato, and the DV3 is again Tempo più lento (II). Thus, the 
tempo for each section of the development is similar to the tempo of the section from which the 
developmental theme is derived. However, the composer designated a slightly slower tempo for 
the DV1 than Tempo I (Quasi Tempo I, ma più lento) in order to contrast with the biggest climax 
in the DV2 in mm. mm. 90-91, which presents a similar climax-deformation process as those in 
the exposition. The climax is prepared by a long accelerando e cresecendo starting from m. 79 
while motivic material gradually goes up by sequential gesture gaining energy into the climax. It 
deforms by chromatic descending gesture in the left hand from m. 92 along with a long ritenuto e 
diminuendo into the close of the section.  
The tempo of the DV3 is the same as the tempo of the S theme, tempo II. Although the 
two secondary themes each had a different tempo in the exposition, here where they are 
combined, the tempo is consistent. After repetition of the combined S themes, the motivic 
element of S1, B-E♯, is transformed into E♭-B (marked as blued circles in Example 2.21) and it 
leads to the augmented triad of motive b, and the section ends with motive b. This end is 
followed by a short transition consisting of motive a in ascending stretto leading into the return 
!
S1 
S2 
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of the P to launch the recapitulation. Here, poco a poco accelerando in mm. 109-110 recovers 
the tempo I for the recapitulation. Thus Berg makes a mirror structure with the center of motive a 
in mm. 110-112.  
 
 
 Example 2.21 Transition to recapitulation, mm. 98-114.1 
 Recapitulation 
The overall formal design of the recapitulation is similar to that of the exposition, 
preserving the original order of the themes, but it is extended and much varied in detail. There is 
no returning statement of the P; rather, the second phrase is extended to 18 measures (mm. 114–
131) making the primary theme area one arch-like gesture of rising and releasing tension. The 
TR here is short, only six measures (mm. 132–137), and it leads directly to S (m. 138).  
!
!
b!
a!
a!
a!
b!
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 Overall tonal organization 
The tonic of the Piano Sonata, B minor, is clearly stated in m. 4, and returns at the end of 
the work. However, tonal stability within each stage of its sonata form is very limited. The 
boundaries of stages are not tonally confirmed with cadences. Rather, tonal chords often stand 
without functional progressions. Therefore, it is difficult to recognize B as a referential center on 
a broad scale. In addition, the form of the Piano Sonata is difficult to decipher by functional tonal 
organization; nevertheless, the tonal area of each thematic stage is recognizable through the tonal 
chords of their concluding phrases, as tonal chords tend to appear at the beginnings and endings 
of phrases—though rarely in between—providing a sense of conclusion. Despite the piece’s 
harmonic ambiguities, Berg’s tonal design of the Piano Sonata is quite similar to that of standard 
sonata form; this is particularly notable in the recurrence of three-note gestures in the bass 
providing a quasi-cadence by imitating circle-of-fifths motion with root position chords. The last 
note of the three-note groupings can imply the key area or tonal center. The following figure 
shows the overall three-note circle-of-fifths design. 
Exposition 
subsections P  False TR    TR       S1               S2                         C
chords 
 
 
[C♯-F♯-b]    [E-A-D]                           [B-E-A] [F♯-B-e]                [C♯-F♯- 
measures         1-4             9-12                             26-30        32-34                     46-47 
tonality b minor: i-----------III [D-----------------------A---------E]--------------------V 
 
 
Recapitulation 
subsections P TR S1 S2 C 
chords 
 
 
(b)                                              (D)              B                                                F♯-B  
return of P                     no root position 
measures 112                                             132              138                                       175-176 
tonality i----------------------------------------------------I------------------------------------------i 
 
 Figure 2.6 Tonal organization of the Piano Sonata 
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P ends with a B-minor cadence, followed by D at the beginning of the following section. 
Because D major is the relative major of B minor, this is a traditional key to which the P tonality 
should move in a sonata form. The following three-note designs proceed to tonal centers of A 
major and then E minor. These roots - D, A, and E - present a reversal of the circle-of-fifths 
three-note gesture; continuing this ascending-fifths motion leads back to the tonic of B minor. 
Ultimately, the B minor tonic can be heard in the return of the opening phrase when the 
exposition is repeated; in other words, the tonic statement is delayed until the opening phrase 
returns. Thus, the boundary of the exposition is shifted.  
In the recapitulation, the TR theme is presented on the same dominant ninth built on D. 
Unlike in the exposition, it is not in root position but in inversion, and D does not appear in the 
bass. S1 is established on a dominant ninth chord built on B, without the three-note gesture. As B 
major is the parallel key of B minor, this also adheres to traditional key design. C supplies a very 
strong V-i cadence in B minor.  
In addition to the three-note design, Berg also supports B minor with a semitone descent, 
C-B, to the tonic. C-B appeared in the very beginning of the work (Example 2.22a). Although the 
first chord was not a B minor tonic but a dissonant chord (0157), Berg hid a minor-second 
descent to the tonic; in performance, the C-B motion is heard clearly. Thus, Berg implied B 
minor but did not support a strong B-minor cadence in the opening. D-C♯-C-B finally appears in 
the closing of the recapitulation (m. 169, Example 2.22b). The chromatic descent of C is 
extended to B, while C-B is repeated several times and then finally leads to the V5b-i cadence in 
mm. 175–177.   
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 Example 2.22a C-B supporting B minor of the opening section mm. 1-4.2 
 
Example 2.22b. C-B supporting B minor of the closing section, mm. 168-180 
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4. Fluctuation of musical elements  
Instead of assigning key areas in the sections, as discussed so far, the sonata form of the 
work is supported by tonal design by three-note gesture in the boundaries of main sections, along 
with main tempo markings. Within sections, harmonic vocabulary consists mostly of phrases 
using atonal elements. Thus harmonic fluctuation is generated between tonal and atonal 
components.   
Besides the main tempo markings, Berg gives many detailed indications of tempo, such 
as accelerando, stringendo, and ritardando. He seems to notate every detail of what he wants in 
tempo changes. Berg’s instructions reveal a flexibility of tempo related to a pervasive rubato 
character but not to a spontaneous and personal freedom of tempo. In the romantic period, rubato, 
or temporal fluctuation by accelerando and ritardando, was regarded as an important means of 
achieving phrasing and fullness of expression, whether or not it is notated. Ritardando was often 
used to close the phrase. It is conventional to execute rubato by accelerating in the middle of a 
phrase and making a ritard at the end; dynamics (crescendo and decrescendo) are normally 
aligned with the rubato. For the Piano Sonata, Berg seems to assign this construction for sections 
rather than for phrases. Berg places a ritardando for cadential effect in the Piano Sonata. Each 
place a three-note design appears in the bass has a ritardando (mm. 3–4, mm. 9–11, mm. 28–29, 
and mm. 32–33). Likewise, he uses accelerando for driving to climaxes. As a result fluctuation 
of the tempo is generated along with a fluctuation of dynamics in the course of the Sonata.  
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III. Interpretation and performance suggestions 
 
The interpretation of musical structures is the prerogative of the performer, based on the 
performer’s musical knowledge, understanding, and intuition of the work. Although the 
following interpretation of Berg’s Piano Sonata, Op. 1 is by its nature based on my own 
understanding, it is geared towards assisting performers in coming to their own interpretations. 
Intended as a guide for the performer, everything discussed here focuses on practical issues 
directed not only at learning the piece but also with performing in mind. This chapter deals with 
the interpretation, based on the formal analysis of the previous chapter. The discussion of 
interpretation opens with a stylistic description and formal delineation so that performers can get 
the overall idea of the piece. Then, I focus on the consideration of tempo, which is the most 
complicated problem, and move to the examination of rhythm/meter organization. Interpretive 
consideration will be followed by the examination of various technical issues. 
1. Understanding the style  
 When playing the Piano Sonata, Op. 1, the most important element is the creation of 
highly dramatic emotional expression. Berg achieved a dramatic quality through juxtaposing 
competing elements: tonality and atonality, sonata design and tripartite form. The harmonic 
fluctuation between tonal and cyclic elements is supported by temporal and dynamic fluctuations, 
and an arch-like melodic contour. These all give the work a wave-like construction as the 
musical intensity rises and falls, while peaks of the waves are supported by distinctive climactic 
outbursts created by reversed dotted rhythm and whole-tone formation. 
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The waves do not carry a sense of destination, due to the lack of a tonal cadence. Even 
the opening and final phrases, which present B-minor cadences, do not have perfect authentic 
cadences as they lack the tonic B in the top voice. Moreover, the ending of the work has the 
same melodic gesture as the opening, ascending fourths of G-C-F♯; this suggests a circular path 
rather than a straightforward path to a final destination (Example 3.1).  
 
 Example 3.1 Circular path by same melodic gesture, mm. 177.3-180 and mm. 1-2.1 	  
As a result, this piece gives an impression of frustration with its many attempts and 
failures, along with its never-ending waves. The overall character is consequently often 
described as sadness or tragedy. Mosco Carner writes of “the tragic comes out with particular 
poignancy in the opening.”69 In other words, the skipping ascending gesture of the opening 
fourths, especially the tritone, longs for something unreal, which it fails to achieve as signaled by 
the subsequent semitone descent in inner voices. 
Berg also created a dramatic quality through use of irregular phrases. In Berg’s Sonata, 
each theme has phrases of different measure units - triple in the P area, two in TR, four in S, and 
two in C. By assigning different measure schemes for different sections, Berg provides a 
different musical mood for each section and increases the contrasts between sections.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 69 Mosco Carner, Alban Berg, 2nd ed., (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1983), 114.  
 
! a!! a!
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In addition, Berg achieved a lyrical character in the Sonata with an unbroken melodic line 
and its linear motion. There are no rests within the phrases, and they are barely fragmented; all 
the notes in a phrase are connected in some way. While there are many espressivo marks--
fourteen in the course of the work--Berg brought great lyrical and expressive imagination to the 
abstract procedures of developing variation technique within the sonata form.  
2. Formal delineation 
 Exposition repeat 
In sonata structures of the Classical and Romantic eras, the exposition is normally 
bracketed by repeat signs and played twice in performance. This directive has not always been 
followed since the beginning of the twentieth century, while many twentieth-century composers 
might omit the repeat signs in their sonata expositions. Often, in the case of a work that is very 
familiar--and potentially, easily graspable--listeners do not need to hear the exposition twice. 
Sonata Op. 1 retains the repeat sign; whether or not to follow could be considered a performer’s 
choice.  
I insist that the repeat of the exposition in the Sonata Op.1 should be honored for the 
following reasons. First, providing the listener an opportunity to hear the exposition of a 
movement a second time helps the listener to identify and become familiarized with the 
exposition material. Although the Sonata is performed regularly, its musical language remains 
unfamiliar to the listening public. Therefore, it is necessary to repeat the exposition in order to 
acclimate the audience to its musical language. Second, the Piano Sonata is a relatively short, 
and a single-movement piece. The longest recording takes sixteen minutes, and the average 
playing time is between ten and twelve minutes. There is therefore no reason to shorten the piece 
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because of playing time. Finally, repeating the exposition helps to clearly demarcate the structure. 
Omitting the repeat can undermine the proportions of the structure and deprive the listener of the 
fullness of the work. While, without the repeat, the expository material represents at most one-
third of the piece, with the repeat, it takes up almost half of the work. Likewise, the repeat 
therefore adds structural balance in the Piano Sonata.  
More importantly, the B-minor cadence is heard only twice without the repeat, in the 
opening and closing phrases. By repeating the exposition, an additional cadence is restated, 
allowing for a better sense of the tonal center in this post-tonal work. Among the recordings of 
the Piano Sonata listed in Chapter One (Figure 1.2), only Glenn Gould omitted the repeat, in his 
recordings of 1957. In this recording, he might have wanted to lessen the playing time for the 
public concert. Other than that, most performers take the repeat.  
 Caesura 
Various types of caesuras affect the division of the sonata sections. Note, for example, 
the ‘v’ marks in m. 4, m. 56, m. 69, m. 99, and m. 136. Each location signals an important 
sectional demarcation: the first (m. 4) follows the only B-minor cadence after the Grundgestalt; 
the second (m. 56) divides the exposition and development; the others similarly punctuate 
important sectional or thematic divisions (after each section of the development). Understanding 
the marks, performers can take a little extra time where these marks appear in order to clarify the 
divisions and create formal balance. 
Especially in performance with the repeat of the exposition, the Piano Sonata can be 
divided into two parts by the ‘v’ mark in m. 69 along with fermata, as this fermata marks the 
approximate midpoint. The repeat of the exposition creates symmetry of length at the ‘v’ mark in 
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m. 69, with the middle point of the piece in performance. Timings from two recordings of the 
Piano Sonata indicate how well balanced the two parts are on either side of the fermata: Uchida 
reaches 6:28 at the fermata, of a total duration of 12:56; Cherkassky’s fermata comes at 4:45, of 
the 9:43 total length. In both cases, the two parts are of approximately equal duration. 
3. Tempo issues 
One of the most important interpretative questions for the performance of the Piano 
Sonata concerns tempi. Tempo issues in the Sonata fall broadly into three categories:  
1) Deciding on the main tempi 
2) Executing changes in tempo, such as accelerando, stringendo, allargando, and 
ritardando 
3) How to perform unwritten rubato, by conventional means or otherwise 
 Main tempo 
The basic tempo markings for the sections are important keys to understanding the form 
and even style; I call these ‘structural tempo markings.’ For performers to obtain an organic 
tempo, a structural tempo has to be chosen carefully with consideration for other structural tempi. 
One of the most important questions deciding structural tempi concerns the initial tempo. 
Because the first accelerando appears only two beats after the work opens, the initial tempo is in 
place for only a short time. Although it is a challenge for performers to set up the tempo within 
two beats, they must not overlook this detail, as the opening contains the most important motive. 
See Figure 3.1, which shows relationships between structural tempo markings: the main temporal 
indications for the P, S, and C areas become slower (Allegro Moderato- Più Lento- Molto Più 
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Lento), while subsidiary temporal indications for the false TR and S2 areas speed up (più 
animato- Veloce).  
 
Measures 
(Thematic area) 
Tempo markings 
mm.1-12 
(P) 
Tempo I 
Allegro Moderato 
 
 
 
 
 
slower 
  
 
 
 
 
Faster 
 
mm.12-17 
(false TR) 
 più animato 
(triplets) 
mm.18-30 
(PàTR) 
Tempo I  
mm.31-38 
(S1) 
Tempo II 
Più Lento 
 
mm.39-50 
(S2) 
 Veloce 
(sixteenth-note sextuplets) 
mm.51-56 
(C) 
Tempo III 
Molto Più Lento 
 
 Figure 3.1 Relation between main tempo markings of the exposition 
 
The initial tempo marking, Mäßig bewegt (Allegro Moderato), is the fastest of the three main 
tempos in this sonata, and should not be too slow. At the same time, the initial tempo should not 
be too fast, since it must be slower than two subsidiary tempos, più animato and veloce. These 
subsidiary tempos contain faster rhythmic values, triplets and sextuplets; if the opening is taken 
too fast, it is hard to execute the sections. Consequently, più animato and veloce can be the basis 
for determining the tempo. Also of note is the climactic section in DV2, which has an animato 
tempo marking on the top, and is followed by long accelerando and crescendo from mm. 79-88. 
It is necessary for the performer to consider their ability to execute the climax in the 
development before determining the initial tempo.  
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The tempo of C should be decided with consideration for the initial tempo. When the 
exposition is repeated, the Viel langsamer (Quasi Adagio) of C returns to the Mäßig bewegt 
(Allegro Moderato) of P. See Example 3.2.  
 
 
 
 
 Example 3.2 Realization of the temporal proportion, mm. 49–56 and mm. 2–4.2 
 
The hemiola and accelerando marks in mm. 54–55 pave the way for this return, as the three-beat 
motion of the closing section from m. 49 becomes three beats across mm. 54–55 and then slides 
smoothly to the initial tempo. These three beats, marked poco accelerando, generate an actual 
ritardando of the three-beat motion; the third beat becomes the first two beats of the following 
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material. I propose that the tempi of the opening section and closing section should be in a 
proportion of approximately 1:2, while the tempo for the secondary thematic section should be 
somewhere between the two. If this suggestion is realized, the duration of the P section and the C 
section will be about the same, likewise two section will be in balance. In Figure 1.3, the tempo 
of Gimpel’s playing of 1979 recording is close to my suggestion; he starts to play P section 
approximately in m.m.♩=90 and C section in m.m.♩=52.  
The tempi in the development can be considered in relation to those of the exposition. 
DV1, based on the primary theme, is marked Quasi Tempo I, ma più lento; DV2, based on 
transitional material, calls for animato, and DV3 is again Tempo più lento (II). Thus the tempo 
for each section of the development is similar to the tempo of the section from which the 
developmental theme is derived. However, the composer designated a tempo for the DV1 
slightly slower than that of Tempo I (Quasi Tempo I, ma più lento) to create more contrast with 
the largest climax in the following DV2. I would designate Andante, a moderately slow and 
stately tempo, for DV1; as in its Italian meaning, this tempo gives an “at ease” feeling at the 
beginning of the development. In DV2, the composer calls for the German “Bewegt,”70 which 
means “mosso” in Italian, along with animato. As this section has the most powerful climax, 
emerging from a long accelerando and crescendo with octave formations, the beginning tempo of 
the section should depend on the performer’s technical ability. The tempo of DV3 is the same as 
the tempo of the S theme, Tempo II. Although the two secondary themes each had a different 
tempo in the exposition, here, where they are combined, their tempi are consistent. The poco a 
poco accelerando before the recapitulation recovers Tempo I for the recapitulation. 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 70 This German marking only appears in the old version. Two contemporary editions only give 
the Italian, ‘animato.’ 
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 Changes in tempo 
There are also several problematic places in terms of realizing Berg’s instructions for the 
changes in tempo. First is the Grundgestalt, where Berg’s markings seem to be different from A 
performer’s normal intuitive rubato. In Example 3.3, looking at the opening phrase, a performer 
might understand the first beat of m. 3 (D in the top melody) as a phrase peak.  
 
 
 Example 3.3 Tempo problem, mm. 1-4.2 
 
In this case, a performer might increase the tempo until the first beat of m. 3 and decrease 
following it, so that the phrase can be closed with a slow tempo that creates a sense of ending. 
Many recordings, including those by Perahia, Hamelin, and Yudina, present this tactic: 
accelerando up to the first beat of m. 3 and then a big ritardando. Yet, Berg’s accelerando 
directive continues to the second beat, through the melodic D, and the ritardando appears on the 
last pitch, C♯. In other words, Berg’s marking makes the phrase appear longer and does not give 
enough time for the ending. This temporal imbalance can be related to the meaning of the phrase: 
although the opening phrase has a B-minor cadence, it lacks a B on the top and does not fully 
end, but prepares to the following developmental phrase. To maintain this flow, a performer 
should be careful to realize the tempo exactly Berg as assigned it.   
!
rit.?!
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Another problematic place is the second phrase, where Molto ritardando is followed by 
ritardando in mm. 8–11 (Example 3.4). Ritardando after molto ritardando seems odd and too 
slow for the last statement of the phrase. A performer must decide how much to slow down for 
the molto ritardando without creating a sluggish tempo in order to connect with yet another 
ritardando. In this case, the degree of temporal change should be determined within the musical 
structure. I suggest slowing down considerably for the molto ritardando, recovering the a tempo 
(Tempo I) at m. 9, and then slowing again for the next ritardando. Gottschewski suggests to play 
the first beat of m. 9 twice as fast as the last beat of m. 871; this allows the chromatic line to 
continue through the return of the opening phrase, which creates a sustained ritardando effect 
(Thus the ritardando will continue from number 1 to 14 in Example 3.4). 
 
 
 Example 3.4 Realization of tempo instructions, mm. 4–12  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 71 Gottschewski, “Alban Bergs Klaviersonate,” 203. 
! !
!
1! 2! 3! 4! 5!
6! 7! 8! 9! 10! 11! 12! 13! 14!
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 Another interpretation is possible for this part. The abbreviation rit at m. 8. could also 
stand for ritenuto without dashes following it, which means “slower” as opposed to ritardando 
which means “slowing down”. In the case that a performer interpret it as ritenuto, m. 8 would be 
as slow as the initial tempo so that it continues into the return of the initial material at m. 9. 
Here, molto rit., stressing the whole-tone succession, presents Berg’s unique device for 
climax. Rather than maintaining temporal acceleration, Berg creates an agogic emphasis for the 
regional climax. This kind of temporal design can be found in other climaxes as well, such as 
that in DV1 (Example 3.5).  
 
 
 
 
 Example 3.5 Berg’s tempo instructions, mm. 64-72 	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The accelerando starts at m. 64 and then meets a short ritardando on the last beat of m. 
67; while the accelerando lasts for three measures and two beats, the ritardando affects only the 
one beat. This ritardando seems to be a preparation for the following regional climax in m. 68; 
the tempo obtained in mm. 68–69 persists until a ritenuto appears in the last beat of m. 70. 
Likewise, the extended unified phrase of the DV1 in mm.58-72 is supported by the temporal arch 
structure of accelerando-ritardando-ritenuto. Importantly, Berg does not continue the 
acceleration through the climax, instead calling for a slightly slower tempo. Without Berg’s 
indication, performers might speed up to the first beat of m. 70. In Figure 3.2, the solid line is 
Berg’s temporal indication, while the dotted line presents what a performer might imagine. 
Performers should stretch the tempo without losing tension.  
 
 
 Figure 3.2 Temporal changes in DV1, mm. 57–71 
 
Berg also uses unusual tempo markings in the S1 section. After four-measure S1 theme is 
presented, the combination of accelerando and a tempo is repeated twice for two-measure 
	   71	  
sequences in mm. 34-37 (Example 3.6). Since Berg marked a tempo, not ritardando, the 
performer should focus on performing the immediate a tempo, recovering the tempo right on the 
first beat and executing the ritardando at the end. This helps the section achieve and maintain the 
tension created through the asymmetrical structure of accelerando and a tempo. The tension thus 
created extends to the stringendo in m. 38, and finally to the following fast section, veloce, in m. 
39. 
 
 
 Example 3.6 Berg’s tempo instructions, mm. 33.3-37 
 
 Unwritten rubato 
Besides written rubato for the fluctuation of tempo, performers must also be aware of 
unwritten rubato for certain phrases, with consideration to performance-practice conventions and 
musical structure: the performer might look upon rubato as a way of phrasing. For example, in 
the false transition that consists of two phrases each three measures long, the performer might 
speed up slightly and then slow down the tempo at the end of phrase. In the same manner, the 
performer might shape the five-measure (2+3) phrase of DV1 by speeding up in the middle of 
the phrase and holding back the tempo at the second beat of m.62, recovering the tempo at the 
third beat (Example 3.7). 
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 Example 3.7 Unwritten rubato suggestions, mm. 57-63 
 
Berg’s indications often serve as a guide for the later analogous sections. For example, 
the rubato of the recapitulation can be guided by the exposition. The P theme of the 
recapitulation can be done with rubato, as in the exposition; but in the case of the recapitulation, 
the rubato should be less pronounced than in the opening phrase, since this phrase does not 
cadence but instead moves toward the following phrase.  
4. Regrouping rhythms and hypermetric organization 
Hypermetrical structure is important to understanding the organization of the Sonata. 
‘Hypermeter’ is a metrically regular chunk that is not confined to a single notated measure. If the 
first and second phrases contain the same number of measures--if the period is symmetrical--
hypermeter is clearly audible. Most phrases in the Piano Sonata are irregularly organized; for 
example, the P section in the exposition consists of two asymmetrical phrases of three and eight 
measures, and the following false TR is made up of six measures. Irregular phrase organization 
!
Slightly!speed!up!
Hold!back!!
2! 3!
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may make it difficult for the performer to recognize--and convey--hypermeter; phrases should be 
identified according to a variety of musical dimensions including harmony, motive, phrase 
structure, and texture, which change and shift along with the irregular phrase structure.  
The primary thematic area of the exposition is the most complex in terms of 
hypermetrical organization. Hypermeters in the P section (mm. 1–11) can be found by 
reorganizing rhythm and measures (Example 3.8).  
 
 
 Example 3.8 Reorganizing rhythms and measures, mm. 1–12 
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The opening phrase has three downbeats corresponding to mm. 2-4; this leads the listener to 
expect a three-measure hypermeter going onward, but the following phrase defies that 
expectation. Byros, examining the foreground rhythmic level, insists that mm. 5–8 suggests 
common time rather than 3/4;72 this argument is supported by the accelerando and stringendo. I 
take up his approach and explore hypermeter beyond common time. The opening phrase has 
three hyperbeats in a hypermeasure, while the following phrase is divided into two hypermeters: 
in mm. 4–8, according to real meter, 3/4; in mm. 9–11, according to 4/4. In turn, mm. 1–11 as a 
whole can be organized as three hypermeasures with three hyperbeats. This rhythmic 
reorganization helps the performer to maintain a constant beat across irregular phrases 
throughout the opening section. The three-measure hypermetrical organization continues to the 
false transition in mm. 12–17, where a three-measure phrase occurs twice in the right hand. 
The Sonata also presents hypermetrical shifts. Although the opening thematic material 
returns for P→TR (m. 17), it is shortened from three measures to two, and the hypermeter 
likewise changes from three to two. This hypermetrical shift from an odd-strong pattern to an 
even-strong one, and the faster tempo due to the shortened length between strong beats, gives 
more movement to the transitional section.  
The secondary thematic area is made of four-measure gestures in a slower tempo. S1 
consists of a four-measure theme (mm. 30–33), two successive two-measure sequences (mm. 
34–37), and a one-measure transitional gesture, marked “stringendo,” leading to veloce (m. 38). 
S2 also starts with a two-measure sequence. The phrase starts on the hyper-upbeat in forte; the 
hyper-downbeat is at m. 38, which creates syncopation on a hypermeterical level. Figure 3.3 
shows the hypermetrical organization of the secondary thematic area. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   72 Byros, “Competing ‘Windows of Order’.” 
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theme ST1 ST2           
dynamic P    < mf < mf < F   cresc.--------ff dim.-------------- 
hyperbeat 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 
Measure 30    34    38    42    46    
 Figure 3.3 Hypermetrical organization of the secondary thematic area  
 
The development is hypermetrically complicated. See Example 3.9. The first gesture 
(mm. 57.3-61.2) has five-measure organization: two measures plus three measures, the latter 
repeating the former and expanding it by one measure. The gesture is then repeated in the upper 
register with accelerando and reaches the regional climatic point (mm. 61.3-67). The following 
descending gesture moves with hemiola (mm. 68–69). I suggest again reorganizing the meter 
from 3/4 to 2/4; this allows the five-measure organization to be maintained for DV1. The breath 
mark with fermata in m. 71 can act as the imaginary downbeat of the following phrase, since the 
transitional theme in DV2 starts on the second beat. In this transit, the hypermetrical shifts from 
five to two. DV3 has a constant two-measure organization, maintained until the primary theme 
returns in the recapitulation.  
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 Example 3.9 Reorganizing rhythms and measures, mm. 57–72 
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5. Technical considerations 
The Piano Sonata is quite comfortable for the hands and gratifying to play, without 
considerable difficulties. Though the Sonata is not particularly technically challenging, the 
connection of all voices into a cohesive texture is an unavoidable difficulty, as is the production 
of a transparent sound with proper articulation. In addition, performers need to decide on proper 
fingering and pedaling for clear phrases and articulation. The composer’s editions of 1920 and 
1926 do not have fingering and pedaling suggestions, nor do the contemporary New Universal 
edition or the Henle Urtext. In this section, I examine phrasing, voicing, and articulation, along 
with consideration of proper fingering and pedaling.  
 
There are many slurs, both short and long, notated by the composer himself to connect 
melodic lines and chords in a lyrical manner. While the short slurs present articulations, normally 
associated with small dimensions such as individual tones, the slurs do not always mean legato; 
as noted in the preface to the Henle Urtext, they may also be purely for phrasing, especially the 
many long slurs.73 The slurs of the opening phrase in the new Universal Edition based on the 
1926 edition presents both short and long slurs at the same time (Example 3.10).  
 
    
 Example 3.10 Slurs in the opening phrase, mm. 1-4.2 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 73 Scheidler, Preface to Piano Sonata, by Alban Berg, iv. 
!
@!
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As mentioned in the chapter one, Berg added four short slurs in the melody (F♯-G, G-E♭, E♭-B, 
D-C♯, marked as red lines) for the 1926 edition to indicate motivic shape; the edition of 1920 has 
only a long slur for the phrase (marked as blue line @). Berg seems to emphasize the detailed 
melodic shapes of the motives with these additional slurs. If a performer simply presents a long 
line, as in 1920, the five notes of motive b (G-G-E♭-E♭-B at m. 2) would increase gradually in 
volume. Following the articulation of the later edition of 1926, these short slurs, coming as they 
do under a larger slur, the first of every two notes would be slightly emphasized. By this latter 
means, a performer can obtain two-note gestures. It might be challenging for performers to 
follow these short slurs, while making one phrase.  
Similar examples can be found in the development section. See Example 3.11 and 3.12; 
other discrepancies in phrasing between the 1920 and 1926 editions.  
 
 
 Example 3.11a Slurs in the edition of 1920, mm. 62.3–66 
 
Example 3.11b. Slurs in the edition of 1926, mm. 62.3–66 
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Example 3.12a Slurs in the edition of 1920, mm. 87-88 
  
Example 3.12b. Slurs in the edition of 1926, mm. 87-88 
 
Berg adds slurs between A and G and between D♯ and C♯ to emphasize the two-note descent in 
mm. 62.3-66 (Example 3.11b). The left hand of mm. 87–88 has the same revised articulation, as 
little slurs are added between B♭ and C♯ and between C♯ and E (Example 3.12b).  
Sextuplets in the Sonata create more difficulties in the execution of short slurs as 
articulation. See Example 3.13a and b. Both section include sextuplets in fast tempo; Example 
3.13a is S2 in the exposition and Example 3.13b is the second development section.  
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 Example 3.13a Fingering suggestions in sextuplets, mm. 38-42 
  
Example 3.13b. Fingering suggestions in sextuplets, mm. 11-106 
!!!
!
!!5!!2!!1!!3!!2!!
!5!!2!!1!!3!!2!!
!5!!1!!2!5!3!!
!!!
!
!!5!!2!!1!!3!!2!!
!5!!2!!1!!3!!2!!
!5!!1!!2!5!3!!
!
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For the sextuplets (marked as red circles), Berg mixes staccato and slurs. The sextuplets are the 
fastest note value in the Sonata; performers should be careful in taking the slur for two notes of 
every three, and they need to be played with agility and a strong crescendo with proper fingering. 
Especially, fingering problems occur especially when no constant hand position or fingering can 
be maintained. Compare Example 3.13a with Example 3.13b. Here, each sextuplet represents 
different intervals and positions—even if the sextuplets have the same melodic contour. 
Considering the arrangement of black and white keys with regard to hand position, I would 
therefore suggest that the thumb takes the fourth note of the sextuplets in the exposition- 
fingering 52132 for five note after tie (Example 3.13a) and the third notes for the development- 
fingering 51253 for five note after tie (Example 3.13b). In this way, the performer can obtain 
fingering consistency within same section and adjust the thumb to avoid black keys.  
The sextuplets in mm. 105–106 (marked as blue circles in Example 3.13b) present more 
technical difficulties in phrasing. The counterpoint of this section can be a finger-twister and a 
challenge as to rhythm and weighting or balancing. From the performer’s perspective, it is 
important to maintain the fluidity of sextuplets. The middle voice reaching across two hands 
should be played without being disturbed within the phrases, while the top voice is projected.    
Phrasing and articulation has to be more careful executed in contrapuntal textures. When 
the texture is polyphonic in the Sonata, it is not difficult to recognize different voices and phrases. 
Berg seems to try to indicate all the important motivic materials with specific indications, such as 
tenuto, accents, even espressivo, along with slurs so that the performer can easily recognize and 
realize the motives. Example 3.14 presents multiple voices marked by the composer: the counter 
theme in the transition, with its tenuto dashes (Example 3.14a); the inversion of the transitional 
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theme, with its heavy marcato (Example 3.14b); and primary material in the middle of the 
primary theme in the recapitulation, which is emphasized with accents (Example 3.14c). 
Performers should bring out these important lower voices as Berg has marked them.  
 
 
 Example 3.14a Counter theme in the transition, with its tenuto dashes, mm. 19.2–23.1 
 
Example 3.14b. Inversion of the transitional theme, with its heavy marcato, mm. 26–29 
 
Example 3.14c. Primary material with accents, mm. 118-121.1 
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Polyphonic texture of the Sonata often creates problems in pedaling. See Example 3.15. The 
second subsection of the development starts with a thin polyphonic texture, only two voices, at m. 
71; there is no bass line, or chords. In order to make the two voices transparent, without blurring, 
performers might omit the damper pedal until the D♭ appears for the pedal point at the third beat 
of m. 73, instead producing a legato articulation with the fingers. 
 
 
 Example 3.15 Pedaling suggestions, mm. 71.2–75.1 
 
Problems in pedaling also can be found in cases where the harmonic rhythms of the left 
hand are syncopated or change on something other than downbeats; performers might be guided 
by the bass notes in their use of the damper pedal (Example 3.16).  
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 Example 3.16a Pedaling suggestions, in mm. 57.3–60 	  	  
 
Example 3.16b. Pedaling suggestions, in mm. 67–71 
 
  
Example 3.16c. Pedaling suggestions, in mm. 26–27 
 
Technical problems involved in playing Piano Sonata, Op. 1 consist mostly in bringing 
out the expressive and lyrical qualities of the piece. Although the Sonata poses certain technical 
problems, they are always bound up with musical issues and rarely exist on the level of pure 
technique. Phrasing, the most important technical issue of the Sonata, is often related to the 
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fluctuation of tempo, rubato, and along with legato, fingering, and proper pedaling. And all of 
these are considered in the interpretation of musical structure and language of the Sonata. 
Therefore, performers might be able to control their own technical problems by the proper 
interpretation.  
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Conclusion 
 
 Berg’s Sonata, Op. 1 is the only piano sonata composed by a member of the New 
Viennese School. Presenting Vienna Modernism in the early twentieth century, the piece both 
absorbs the musical style of late German Romanticism and reflects the new compositional 
principles of Schoenberg. At the same time, Berg pursues innovation within the traditional form 
of the Sonata, through ceaseless lyrical melodies and an expressive quality that is generated from 
the fluctuations of increasing and releasing tension. For this reason, the work is quite accessible 
to listeners.  
However, performers often still find difficulty in understanding the work’s musical 
language, because of the lack of conservative tonality. Rather than the harmonic progressions 
carrying tonal function, Berg implies the tonal centers of sonata sections by placing isolated 
chords or circle-of-fifth gestures at sectional boundaries. Harmonic language within sections 
focuses on cyclic elements, chromatic formations, whole-tone material, augmented triads, and 
quartal formations, which confuses the performer’s intuition regarding the musical direction.  
 Unable to rely on functional tonality to make the form understandable in performance, 
performers need to understand the other formal devices used to delineate the form. To 
compensate for the harmonic ambiguity in the sonata form, Berg contrasts sections of the Sonata 
through other musical aspects: theme, tempo, and form. First, Berg delineates sections 
thematically. Each theme is generated by motives from the opening phrase; different thematic 
material is created from this phrase by changing the order of notes in motives or changing the 
intervals. Likewise, each theme contains unique rhythmic values, such as triplets for the 
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transitional theme and sextuplets for the secondary theme. Through such thematic 
transformations, Berg obtains both thematic unity and a sense of structural contrast at the same 
time. Tempo is another way to divide the formal sections. Berg assigns different tempo 
instructions for the thematic sections: Allegro Moderato for the primary theme, piu Lento for the 
secondary theme, and Molto piu Lento for the closing section. These tempi provide clearly 
recognizable distinctions between these sections. Finally, within the context of the sonata form, 
the tripartite format underlies the work, as the exposition presents two tripartite formats, each 
slow-fast-slow. The dramatic quality of the piece is generated by the tension between the two 
formal structures governing the work.  
 Based on understanding the musical language, form, and style of the piece, the performer 
is prepared to interpret the tempo, articulation, and dynamics of the piece. The performer should 
focus mainly on tempo, both structural and rubato. The main tempi for each section need to be 
organized in relation to each other to achieve proper formal delineation. The performer can base 
these decisions on the temporal proportion between tempi. In terms of rubato, Berg indicates 
temporal modifications producing rubato, usually with accelerando in the middle of sections and 
ritardando/ritenuto at the end of the sections. This resembles rubato conventions of the 
Romantic period; as the phrase in that era is created by speeding up and slowing down, the 
sections of the Sonata speed up and slow down to make a unified arch-like gesture. This gesture 
is also supported by ascending and descending melodic contours, and by increasing and 
decreasing volume.  
The rhythmic and phrase structure of the Sonata also need to be organized, since the 
hypermeter changes constantly in the course of the Sonata. Sometimes the performer needs to 
reorganize the rhythm to recognize the change of phrase structure. Similarly, articulation has to 
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be carefully assessed, based on the composer’s edition of 1926, reprinted in the Universal 
Edition and Henle Urtext in 2006. Although Sonata, Op. 1 is quite comfortable for the hands, it 
is still a challenge to connect all the voices in the dense texture with proper articulation. By 
following the articulations of later editions, performers can make small gestures more audible. 
Fingering and pedaling should be decided on based on the articulations.  
 This comprehensive understanding of the musical language and form is essential to 
interpreting and presenting the musical elements that make for good performance. I hope this 
document provides performers with that first step in approaching Berg’s Sonata, Op. 1. 
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